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CHAPTER
ONE




Looks like someone’s having the neighbors over for dinner—in more ways than one.

I was in the basement of an upper-middle-class suburban home in Buda, inside a dimly lit laundry room that was covered in plastic sheeting from floor to ceiling. Across from me, an attractive, upwardly-mobile-looking Anglo couple swung upside-down from meat hooks attached to the joists overhead. The stale air carried the scents of laundry soap, expensive perfume, sweat, blood, and primitive magic.

The husband had recently received a rather nasty head wound, possibly from a blunt object. Blood steadily dripped from a strand of his curly brown hair into a steel drain in the center of the gently sloped concrete floor. For grins, I glanced through the grate at the pipe below.

Surprisingly clean. These freaks know how to cover their tracks.

As for the other victim, dried blood spatters marred the woman’s pale, smooth skin, fitted white t-shirt, and artfully torn designer jeans. Each of them had been gagged and bound, and they hung from thick ropes tied around their ankles. Despite having been worked over, both she and her husband were still breathing. Currently, only the wife was conscious.

Long pig—the other white meat. Sheesh.

Obviously, this had not been intended as a long-term arrangement. The creature that left them here likely planned to slit their throats and drain them before butchering them like livestock. From the assortment of knives, bone saws, and kitchen shears laid out on the carving table in front me, I’d arrived in the nick of time.

The woman struggled to free herself, swinging back and forth as she squirmed. Their captor couldn’t be far. Based on the sounds of pots and pans being handled and the scent of hot grease wafting from upstairs, it was clear the killer would return shortly.

Cannibalistic SNEs liked their meat fresh. Most likely, they planned to slice off a few pieces to cook immediately, while these two were still alive. Later, they’d see to the grim task of preparing the couple for long-term storage.

The crappy thing was nobody even knew I was at this residence. I’d checked out the Houlderson family on a hunch without asking for clearance. Hell, I wasn’t even supposed to be in the field right now, much less working a case.

Surprisingly, I hadn’t been benched because I’d almost allowed an undead army to march on a midsized city along the I-35 corridor. My team had prevented said disaster, although Director Strickland was pissed that I’d destroyed an invaluable magical grimoire in the process. No, I was back on desk duty because I’d run over a mephithrope in front of a crowd of tourists and shoppers in downtown San Antonio.

It wasn’t my fault the guy unloaded his musk glands all over the onlookers when he kicked it. I was just trying to stop him, not turn him into roadkill. How was I supposed to know that wereskunks aren’t nearly as tough as other ‘thropes?

The director said it showed poor judgment, and he was right. I’d been off my game ever since I unwittingly dated a female vampire who glamoured me and made me her own personal juice box.

Fucking Toni.

To my credit, this woman showed zero signs of being an SNE. She’d looked, acted, and smelled one hundred percent human. Hell, I’d even seen her walking around in broad daylight. If she was a vampiric SNE, she wasn’t anything we had in our database, that was for damned sure.

Nobody at CERBERUS knew I’d been compromised, and I intended to keep it that way. It was bad enough that, after volunteering for the Agent Enhancement Program, my suitability for duty was still being evaluated. If Director Strickland knew I’d been glamoured by a vamp, I’d be done.

The bottom line was that I was on my own here. If I made too much of a racket and got the local PD involved, then Strickland would really have my ass in a sling. To save this couple without getting demoted to manning the security checkpoint in the parking garage, I’d have to do things nice and quiet.

As I screwed a suppressor on my sidearm, the sound caught the wife’s attention. No sooner had she spotted me than she began to beg and plead for my help, her muffled sobs rising to a desperate crescendo. Stifling a put-upon groan, I made a chopping motion across my neck to grab her attention without making additional noise.

Once I held her gaze, I placed a finger to my lips, then I pointed above. Eyes wide with terror, the woman settled down, reducing the sounds she made to the skritch of her restraints on the meat hook, and a few hushed sobs that made it past her gag.

What to do, Tony—what to do?

I stuck my head out the doorway of the laundry room. Beyond was a partially finished open space, filled with storage shelves that held all the junk a suburban family might gather over time. The only thing that stood out—besides the meat hooks hanging from the joists above the laundry room—were the two brand-new, 30 cubic foot chest freezers along the far wall.

You could easily hide a few bodies in each of those freezers, with room to spare. I hadn’t looked because I’d stumbled across the couple as soon as I broke in. Besides, whoever might be in there was beyond my help.

Let the Cleaners handle that mess. I’ve got my own to deal with.

Speaking of, leaving the still-living guests hanging while I dealt with their captors could have been a mistake. What if one of the infected got past me and slaughtered them while I was handling the others? I’d have a bitch of a time explaining that to Strickland.

On the other hand, if I freed these people now, they might go into an all-out panic and alert the perps. And hell, this wasn’t even my case. If even one of these killers ran, I’d be in deeper shit than I was already.

That didn’t mean I couldn’t get them off those hooks, though. I snuck over to the woman, steadying her and brushing a blood-plastered strand of blonde hair away from her eyes. In a low voice, I explained what I was about to do.

“I’m going to get you down, but I don’t have time to untie you just yet. I have to deal with the, um, people who did this first—then I’ll come back for you.”

Of course, that sent her into hysterics, which I simply couldn’t have. There was at least one, and possibly up to four wendigo-infected humans living in this house. The last thing I needed was to have them all alerted to my presence at once.

“Quiet,” I whispered. “If you keep making a scene, you’re going to tip these freaks off—then we’re both going to be in a world of hurt.”

Suddenly, her pretty blue eyes darted to my right. Between her look of abject horror, the feral odor that filled the room, and the fact that she picked that moment to purge her bladder, I didn’t think she was admiring the wallpaper.

“Too late for that,” said a husky female voice behind me. “But we always have room for another guest at our dinner table.”

“Mrs. Houlderson, I presume,” I said without turning to look.

“Call me Kim,” she replied pleasantly.

My hearing wasn’t quite as good as a werewolf, but it was keen enough to detect the scrape of wood on wood. Kim had just grabbed a piece of cutlery from the table, and my guess was that she knew how to use it.

I spun and jagged left, snapping off two rounds with my Glock 21 as I dodged the attack I’d known was coming. A blood-stained butcher knife whizzed past my head, narrowly missing the blonde’s face and pinging off the concrete wall behind the plastic sheeting. My shots went wide, missing the wendigo-infected woman as she snagged a large cleaver from the table.

Fucking hell, but I wish I’d brought Melvin.

If there was one thing I’d learned since I signed up with CERBERUS, it was that the abilities supes possessed were unpredictable at best. Even among members of the same species, their powers and magic often varied greatly. That meant you never really knew what you were dealing with until you were in the thick of it—which was why we weren’t supposed to go out in the field without backup.

According to the file I’d read back at HQ, magical infection was how wendigos reproduced. When someone got infected by a wendigo’s curse, they began an irreversible, months-long transformation into a deadly supernatural creature. And while the outward changes took time to manifest, within days after exposure the subject’s personality and physical attributes were altered drastically.

Wendigo-infected humans—pseudo-wendigos, the file called them—were as strong as your typical ghoul, faster than normal humans, and impervious to pain. They also hungered for human flesh. Once they went cannibal, there was no turning back, as neither will, magic, nor science could free them from the wendigo’s curse.

Now that I had an idea how far along the perps were in that process, the whole “storm the castle and to hell with backup” thing was looking less and less appealing. My plan had been to take these assholes out one by one. What I didn’t want was to have to take the entire family on all at once. Sure, the SNE-SH 167b serum provided me with enhanced physical capabilities, but four-to-one odds placed me at a distinct disadvantage in an all-out brawl.

As the lady said, too late for that now.

The woman attacking me looked to be in the early stages of her transformation, so she retained almost all of her human attributes. She had straight, shoulder-length, dishwater-blonde hair framing a cheerleader-pretty face. Her features were middle-class exotic, with full lips, hazel eyes, high cheekbones, and an attractive if slightly broad nose that stood in stark contrast to her mouth.

Or more specifically, her teeth.

While still human, the lady would’ve been considered a looker by any standard. Now that she’d revealed her true nature, she’d become a horrific parody of her former self. Like all who became infected by a wendigo’s curse, she had two sets of teeth—her human teeth, and a second, retractable row that were purpose-built for slicing through human flesh. As I watched her second set of teeth extend, I couldn’t help but think of a lamprey preparing to latch onto its next meal.

“My, what big teeth you have,” I said, snapping two more rounds off while trying to keep the butcher block table between us.

The lady of the house dodged that second volley as she vaulted across the table at me, feet first. I adjusted on the fly so that the third round I fired struck her in the shoulder, the bullet sizzling and hissing as soon as it made contact with her flesh. Her supporting arm collapsed, and she fell atop the table with a hiss.

So, the file was right. Wendigos are susceptible to iron.

The woman recovered instantly, rolling sideways even as I adjusted my aim once more. Whiplash quick, she did a breakdance-like move, spinning on her shoulders and upper back while swinging her legs around in a fast, wide kick that knocked my sidearm out of my hand.

While my mind dealt with the fact that I was now weaponless, the perp used her momentum to kip to her feet while still atop the table. Landing in a crouch, she slashed at my throat with the cleaver. I ducked and leaned back fast enough to save my life, but not so fast as to avoid getting a shallow cut across my forehead.

Out of sheer frustration, I gave the table a kick, shoving it out from under the creature. That caused her to lose her footing as she dove for me, which meant she came in at waist level instead of at my face. Never one to overlook an opportunity, I stepped back and hit her with a glancing hammer-fist on the back of the head, driving her into the pavement at my feet.

Blood poured down my forehead, severely limiting my vision as I stumbled out the laundry room door and into the basement proper. Getting blood in your eyes is a real pain in the ass when you’re in the middle of a fight. What’s even more annoying is when it’s your blood. Between that and losing my firearm, it all added up to a fairly shitty day at work.

I wiped my eyes with my sleeve and hand, cursing and slinging it on the ground as I backpedaled away from the threat in front of me. Adding insult to injury, Mrs. Houlderson was already scuttling out the door after me, despite just having been sent face-first into the concrete.

She paused to swipe a drop of my blood from the floor with her fingertips, sniffing it like a sommelier sampling a wine’s bouquet. Then she licked it off with a tongue that was much too long and narrow to be human. The woman’s face split in a broad grin, fully revealing a mouth full of teeth that would make a bucksaw jealous.

“Mmm, now that’s interesting. You taste… piquant—like a nice Syrah.” Sickly yellow eyes set in bruised, sunken sockets looked me up and down libidinously. “Not much fat on you, though. Then again, I do need to watch my figure.”

“I’m flattered, Mrs. Houlderson. But what would Mr. Houlderson think?”

“Oh, he’ll be along shortly.” She stalked toward me on all fours, similar to the way ‘thropes moved in their shifted form. “Peck is picking the kids up from soccer. As soon as they get here, I’m sure they’ll join us. After all, we Houldersons take family mealtime very seriously.”

[image: ]


Well, that’s not creepy at all, I thought, as I reflected on how I ended up in this predicament.

Until a few months ago, Kim and Peck Houlderson were the typical suburban yuppie couple. They were successful, attractive, fit, and, according to Kim’s social media accounts, living the “hashtag-blessed” life completely oblivious to The World Beneath our own. Then, the family went missing during a canoeing trip to the Nahanni Valley in the Dehcho Region of Canada.

Somehow they managed to survive for weeks in some of the wildest country in the Northwest Territories. Moreover, they traveled across fifty miles of wilderness, all while evading the massive search and rescue effort that had been launched on the family’s behalf. Forty-three days later, they stumbled into Nahanni Butte telling a hair-raising tale of their trek back to civilization.

The press had gone nuts over the story—no news editor could resist a harrowing tale of survival that featured the most photogenic family since the Kennedys. And the Houldersons, having been minor social media celebrities before their fateful trip, seemingly ate up the attention they were getting. They were on the national morning news, on daytime talk shows, and the City of Buda even had a parade in their honor.

But the weird thing was, none of the First Nations people who lived in Nahanni Butte would talk about it. Not a single one of the eighty-seven Dené residents agreed to an interview. In fact, the local tribal leaders made it clear that the press were not welcome in their little wilderness burg.

Then people started going missing in South Austin. Mostly homeless people and sex workers, the kind of citizens cops didn’t care about—the sort no one would miss. Since the press didn’t make a big deal out of missing street people, we’d never have known about it if an anonymous tip hadn’t put CERBERUS on the case.

Anonymous—yeah, right. I bet Strickland knows exactly who the tipster was.

I pressed the boss about it, but in typical spook fashion, he wasn’t talking. With me and my team benched, the director put the newbs on the case. Since that Book of the Dead mess, Strickland had been on a hiring spree, which meant we were swimming in new agents. Despite putting three teams on the investigation, they all came up with diddly-squat.

Not to be deterred, I accessed the files on the sly via a hand-off from Gibbs. After a few days of pouring over the evidence, I didn’t find much more than the rookies had turned up. There was an obvious pattern to the disappearances, but whoever had been nabbing them was smart about it. The perp left no witnesses, no evidence, and no bodies, either.

There hadn’t been a break in the case until yesterday, when a young professional couple were reported missing by their coworkers. It didn’t fit the pattern, so the agents assigned to the case dismissed it as non-related. Me? I wasn’t so sure.

Early this morning, I flipped the news on just when they were airing a ‘where are they now?’ segment on the Houlderson family. Something about the story didn’t sit right with me, so I grabbed the case file and started digging. Wouldn’t you know it, the dates surrounding the first disappearance matched perfectly with the family’s return from the Nahanni Valley.

And that couple who went missing? The husband worked a few blocks from Peck Houlderson’s office in downtown Austin. It wouldn’t be a stretch to assume they’d run into each other at a local watering hole or coffee shop.

Bottom line? If I had to bet, one or more members of the Houlderson family returned from their ordeal in a not-entirely-human state. Now, Austin had become their personal hunting ground.

Yet, I’d known my hunch was thin. Too thin to take to Strickland, that was for sure. Especially since I wasn’t even supposed to be working the case. If I was going to get his attention, I’d need hard evidence.

That’s why I had dropped by the Houlderson residence this morning, to gather proof to support my theory. It’s also how I ended up in their basement, and why I was about to fight a supernaturally strong and fast wendigo-infected human by myself.

All in a day’s work, right? Never let it be said that I’m not a glutton for punishment.


CHAPTER
TWO




I knew I had to smoke this supe before her family got home. Otherwise, I’d be outnumbered four to one. It’d be a shit thing to do, having to take out a kid, even if they were a couple of little man-eating jackals. Hell, it wasn’t their fault that their parents took them to the heart of wendigo country for vacation.

Maybe I was getting soft, but I planned to put Mama Houlderson down and then capture the kids when they arrived. That way, Doc Perez might find a way to reverse the infection process. Or, on the odd chance they hadn’t been infected, we could chemically mind-wipe them and get them in a foster home.

Yeah, right. Like those kids haven’t been turned yet.

It was wishful thinking, but trying to save the kids would at least soothe my conscience. First, I had to deal with mom.

No way could I reach my sidearm before uber-Karen turned me into a Snack Pack. I had a few spare mags on my belt, a combat folder in my pocket, and some technomagic gizmos for restraining SNEs that would do absolutely squat until she was neutralized. The folding knife was no match for that giant cleaver Mrs. Houlderson had in her hand, so I needed to find an equalizer, and fast.

As I backpedaled away from the world’s most dangerous soccer mom, I searched the darkness for something I could use to defend myself.

Boxes, more boxes, skis, an old lamp, picture frames… there.

A dust-covered kitchen table sat in a corner, the faded blue finish gouged, scratched, and worn from decades of use and abuse. It looked old and sturdy, something that’d been made back when things were built to last. Best of all, the legs looked to be just about the diameter and heft to make a decent club.

To give me time to arm myself, I overturned a stack of totes, boxes, and containers that sat precariously high atop a low shelf against the wall. As the pile fell directly in Kim’s path, the lid on the top container fell open, spilling the contents everywhere. Glass beads, glitter, ribbon rolls, small jars of metallic paint, and tubes of glue went everywhere.

The beads served to be a lucky break, as the pseudo-wendigo stepped on them and slipped. When she lost her footing, her feet flew out from under her, causing her to land on her back, hard. With no time to waste, I dove for the table in the corner, grabbing a leg with both hands and snapping it off with a quick tug and twist.

CRACK went the table leg as it broke at a narrow groove near the top. That left me with a roughly 30-inch length of hardwood with a hefty, semi-spherical bead at the end. It was just about the length of a kali stick and shaped like a mace—minus the spikes, of course.

Perfect.

“What have you done to my table?” Kim shrieked, her voice so high and tight she sounded like the devil’s own teakettle boiling over.

“That old piece of junk?” I asked, using the broken leg to gesture at the now ruined piece that leaned precipitously on its three remaining legs.

“I had plans for it,” she hissed as she kipped to her feet, blade in hand. “That ‘piece of junk’ is an antique French primitive farmhouse table from the late 1800s. Restored, it would’ve been worth thousands.”

“Oops,” I said as I twirled the table leg in a wide loop. “I guess now you can scalp your tickets to the Antiques Roadshow, so there’s that.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits as she replied. “Just for that, I’m going to skin you alive. No, first I’m going to string you up and let the kids nibble your fingers and toes off, then I’ll skin you alive. Fair warning, my little ones love to play with their food.”

Well, so much for trying to save the kids.

“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it all before. Enough talk, Mrs. Houlderson—let’s dance.”

As I circled to my left, I brandished the club by moving it in random patterns in front of me, all while keeping the tip pointed at her eyes. It was a trick that my Filipino martial arts instructor had taught me, one that worked best against untrained opponents. The constant movement made it difficult for the enemy to know when you were going to attack. Also, keeping the stick moving meant you had less inertia to overcome when you struck.

Meanwhile, Kim mirrored me, step for step, circling to my right while feinting every so often by flicking the cleaver in my direction. While her footwork was smooth and balanced, her feints were elementary and crude. My guess was that she’d trained extensively in a movement discipline like ballet or gymnastics, but conversely had little experience with edged weapons outside the kitchen.

With every step she edged a little closer, and I allowed it, knowing she’d make her move when she felt she had the upper hand. Just when the pseudo-wendigo was a little too close for comfort, she sprang at me, slashing the blade from right to left in a broad, diagonal stroke aimed at my neck. I responded with the simplest and most reliable move Tonyo had taught me, fading back and allowing the attack to pass harmlessly as I struck straight down at the back of her hand.

That drop-stick maneuver was designed for maximum efficiency, requiring only a mere flick of the wrist to land with the force of a hammer. Land it did, hitting Kim’s wrist at the top of her hand, just below the first joint of the thumb. If I’d been wielding a machete or bolo, the fight would be over, as I’d have taken off half her hand.

In this case, I only managed to loosen her grip on the cleaver. Yet, my teacher’s system was born from countless island duels to the death, and no movement was wasted in Tonyo’s art. When you fought with three-foot, razor-sharp swords, one slip could make the difference between life or death.

The old man hadn’t lived this long for nothing, and over the last few months he’d been busily passing his knowledge along to me. One of his favorite tactics was compounding attacks by using the florete motion, a circular flourish that doubled the impact of an attack. It worked best when using the relatively short working blades favored in the Philippines, but with my serum-enhanced strength, I could easily pull it off with the table leg in my hand.

No sooner had the tip of my club struck than I whipped it around again in a tight circle, this time striking the back of the cleaver instead of her hand. With Kim’s grip loosened, this caused the blade to fly free, clattering to the concrete. I kicked it away, across the floor and into the shadowy recesses of the basement.

Shock registered in my opponent’s eyes, even more-so when followed up with a series of strikes that seemingly came from everywhere at once. Carrenza, or free-flow striking, was a common practice in the Filipino martial arts, and Tonyo had me drilling it relentlessly outside of class. First you started with familiar combinations, but the idea was to free yourself from those patterns, developing the ability to attack from any angle at will.

Slashing and striking and twirling the stick in my hand almost too fast to see with the naked eye, I drove Kim back across the basement floor. She did a good job of defending and covering, making up for her lack of combat experience with a superhuman savagery born from dark magic and a maternal instinct to protect her home. Yet, she couldn’t dodge and block everything, and eventually some of my attacks started landing home.

First, I struck her shoulder, opening a gash with the jagged edge left where I snapped the leg off. Then I hit her elbow, then the opposite collar bone, and next just above her temple. With each blow that scored, her speed and ferocity diminished just a hair, giving me the impetus to increase my pace that much more.

Kim’s expression morphed from surprise to grim determination, then to the dread look of desperation only seen when a person realizes they’re losing the struggle of their lives. Her dispirited visage indicated I was moments away from ending the confrontation. It was time to push my advantage.

The battle-lust pulsed in my veins like a drum beat, spurring me to go for the kill. My face split in a wicked grin. Although I hadn’t realized it when I slipped through their basement window earlier, this was why I’d come.

All the rage and frustration I’d kept bottled up for the last few weeks had been eating me alive. I’d wanted to let it out, but I couldn’t just pick a fight with some dude at a bar. Too much risk of accidentally killing someone. Besides, past experience told me it’d be over too quick.

It was only when I fought supernatural creatures that I could let it all hang out. After sitting at a desk, day after day, finally I stood before a worthy opponent.

Time to finish this.

I swung downward at her head, fast and hard. As she raised her arm to block, I changed the angle to hit the inside of her left upper arm, right where the nerves are exposed over the bone. In response, her whole arm sagged, leaving an opening to whip the stick around for a killing blow.

I did exactly that, taking the extra milliseconds to swing the club in a high, wide arc to build the extra speed and power I’d need to end the fight. Time seemed to slow, as it tended to do at critical junctures like this. I watched as Kim’s expression faded from desperation to resignation at her impending doom.

Then, Mrs. Houlderson did something I hadn’t anticipated. Just as the bulbous end of my makeshift mace neared the side of her head, she turned her face toward it, opening her jaws wide. Inhumanly wide, in fact.

Her secondary row of shark-like incisors and canines extended even further, filling the opening from maxilla to mandible. It was too late to pull the strike, and to be honest, I didn’t even want to, as any blow to the face was as good as one to the skull. The table leg landed solidly, but as it did, Kim bit down, catching the two-inch wide piece of hardwood in her bear trap jaws.

She crunched down, snapping the stick into pieces as sharp splinters of wood flew from her mouth. Her face was now a ruined mess, decimated by the jagged shards of wood that pierced her cheeks and lips in a dozen places. As she spat out the few chunks of wood that remained, she flashed a demonic smile at me, running a too-long tongue full of bright red splinters across her ripsaw teeth.

Mrs. Houlderson swiped at me then, too quick to dodge, raking her long, manicured nails across my chest. The iron tang of blood filled my nostrils, while the furrows those claws left burned like fire. I backpedaled once more, marveling at this rapid reversal of fortune.

My weapon had become a worthless piece of scrap, so I discarded it as I created distance between myself and the cannibalistic hellion before me. All the while, my eyes darted left and right as I searched my surroundings for something, anything that might save me from ending up inside Mrs. Houlderson’s freezer.

A plastic crate labeled ‘Christmas Decorations’ caught my eye. It rested on a shelf at chest height, overflowing with string lights and tinsel strands—but that’s not what grabbed my attention. Poking out over the top edge sat the very sharp point of a sheet metal star.

The hideous, three-dimensional, five-pointed thing had been painted in white and gold metal-flake paint, some holiday art fair vendor’s vision of the Star of Bethlehem. Frankly, it was the kind of hazard any sane person would want to keep away from young children and pets alike. I couldn’t tell if it was a tree topper or wall art; I only cared that it was stabby and conveniently placed.

Thankfully for me, the Houldersons cared more about appearances than they did their own personal safety. On the spur of the moment, I devised a desperate plan, one that would require me to use Kim’s predatory instincts to draw her in for the kill. Knowing I’d have only one chance to get this right, I did my best to look scared as hell as I backed away from Mrs. Houlderson toward the box behind me.

Now, Mrs. Houlderson advanced at a casual pace, taking the time to pluck nasty splinters from her tongue as she stalked me. She pointed at me with a jagged pink shard of wood as she spat, splattering blood all over the formerly pristine concrete floor.

“Ooh, I’m going to enjoy listening to your muffled squeals as I carve the skin from your flesh.”

I held my hands up in front of me, eyes wide, as I gingerly stepped between the glass beads that remained scattered at my feet. “Now, now, Mrs. Houlderson. Surely, we can come to an arrangement?”

“Hah. Like you’re some crooked cop who’ll take a paper sack full of money to look the other way? No, she warned me about you. Said I’d know a hunter when I saw one, and she was right.”

“Who warned you?” I asked, genuinely curious, even as my mind worked furiously to determine if I was the right distance away from the shelving behind me.

“You might take a few hundred to walk away now,” Kim continued, ignoring my question. “But you’ll be back for the bounty. Maybe not tomorrow, but next week, or next month, or next year. And you’ll bring others, to collect on Peck and the babies, too.”

“No one wants to hurt your children, Mrs. Houlderson.”

That part was true. Yet, I was going to just the same, damn me—if I survived meeting their mom. While Kim continued her rambling monologue, I tried not to think about it.

“That’s why I need to end this, right now.” She crouched slightly on the balls of her feet, cocking her head as she met my gaze. “Any last words?”

“Um, no sous vide? I hate meat that’s made that way. There’s no char. It’s like a crime against humanity or something.”

She actually chuckled at that. “I’ll make sure Peck saves you for the grill.”

I turned my head slightly as I bared my neck to her. “Fine, just make it quick.”

Kim’s mouth spread impossibly wide as her teeth extended like daggers. She sprang at me, exploding in a burst of animal speed and ferocity that propelled her through the air. The cursed woman became a missile of teeth and sinew, her guidance system locked on the exposed flesh of my neck.

I waited until the last millisecond, then I leaned sideways. At the same time, I reached up and across with both hands, grabbing thick handfuls of her long hair at the base of her neck. On securing my grip, I back-stepped and pivoted, driving her face-first toward the silver and white spear sticking out behind me.

The star point entered her eye left of center, neatly dividing her iris as it smoothly slid into the socket. The orb burst in an explosion of vitreous jelly and serous fluid, reminding me of the last time I ate a Cadbury egg. Her momentum and my assistance propelled her further still, burying the decoration mid-shaft in her eye socket.

By my estimation, that meant a good two inches of the thing was sticking into her brain pan. The way she began bucking and screaming, it wasn’t nearly enough. While still hanging onto the back of her head, I braced one leg behind me and leaned into it, shoving with all my weight and strength.

The remaining bone at the back of her eye socket gave way with a sickening crunch as her head slid forward. Simultaneously, the blade-like edges of the tin star groaned somewhat, collapsing together to fit in the tight confines of Mrs. Houlderson’s right orbit. Blood and aqueous humor flowed freely from the wound, even as the murderous soccer mom began to seize and shake.

I held her there for a few more seconds, a task which required quite a bit of my serum-enhanced strength. When her spasms failed to die down, I gave her head a quick clockwise twist. At that, the pseudo-wendigo shivered once, then finally, she fell still.


CHAPTER
THREE




Seconds later, I realized I was still trying to force the tin star into Mrs. Houlderson’s eye socket. When I released the woman’s head, it took a surprising effort to disentangle my hands from her hair. Damn—I’d been gripping the cannibal’s head so tight, my fingers had cramped shut.

As the fog of battle subsided, I peeled my hands free. On stepping away, I noticed I’d nearly shoved the lady through the drywall behind the shelves. Now her upper body lay atop the center shelf, jammed in between the box of ornaments and the ledge above it.

Body trembling, I took a few long, deep breaths. With that, my world expanded from a pinpoint, tunnel vision perspective to the everyday widescreen aspect ratio most people enjoy. Soon the roar of blood rushing in my ears faded away, and the sounds of my environment filtered through once more.

The first thing that caught my attention were the muffled screams of a woman behind me. That startled me back into fight or flight mode, and I spun while dropping into a fighter’s crouch.

To my relief, it was only the Houlderson’s female captive, still swinging from the meat hook by the bonds that held her tight. The skritch, skritch, skritch of the rope grinding on metal was what brought me back to my senses—that and her pitiful, frenzied pleas.

I remembered then that Mrs. Houlderson said her family would return at any minute. Glancing around, I took stock of the situation and quickly devised a plan. First, I called my former training officer, Frank Gibbs.

“Tony, it’s late, so this better be⁠—”

“No time to explain,” I said, cutting him off. “I found the killers the newbs have been looking for, and I’m covering my tracks. Get a clean-up team over here immediately.”

After I hung up, I texted him the address, then I pulled Mrs. Houlderson’s inert form off the shelf, leaving the star in place. Laying her flat on her back, I dumped the box of ornaments on top of her for good measure, then I searched for my firearm.

It was right where I thought it would be, under a shelf in a dark corner of the room. Locating the empty shell casings was a chore, but I managed it. After pocketing the shells, I planned out my next moves.

Kim Houlderson had been hell on wheels. No way was I going to take on three of those half-wendigo things at once. And forget about taking out a couple of kids by hand, even if they had become soulless beings possessed by an ancient evil that drove them to crave human flesh.

Gotta’ go big on this one. Strickland’s gonna’ be pissed.

I ran upstairs and shut the stove off, waving away a cloud of smoke caused by grease overheating on the range. I turned all four burners on high without lighting a single one, then I found a decorative candle in the adjoining room. After lighting the candle, I laid it sideways on the bedroom floor near some curtains, arranging it so the window treatments would catch fire, should it continue to burn.

Finally, I headed back downstairs and took the female captive off the hook, followed by her male companion. She squirmed and fought like crazy, but I ignored her as I had little time and much left to do. Hefting the man over one shoulder and the woman over the other, I trudged up the steps and out the Houlderson’s back door.

The rear entrance led to their expansive deck, which bordered a large backyard and pool area surrounded by a tall privacy fence and lots of vegetation. Having snuck in this way earlier, I knew the route offered my best chance at getting this couple out of the home without being seen.

Checking to make certain I wasn’t being watched, I jogged to the back fence and carefully dropped the bound captives over, one at a time. Unsurprisingly, the woman protested furiously at this treatment through her duct tape gag.

“Sorry,” I hissed through the fence slats. “But I had to get you out before the rest of them returned. Trust me, you’re safe. Give me a sec, and I’ll be back to untie you both.”

Praying that no one would walk down the alley, I snuck across the yard, tiptoeing onto the deck. After listening and verifying that the rest of the family hadn’t returned, I reentered the home, pulling a stun grenade and some fishing line from my cargo pockets.

Using the monofilament line, I set up the flash-bang on a tripwire at the entrance to the kitchen, just as I heard the sound of car doors slamming in the driveway. Worrying that the home hadn’t filled with sufficient gas to go boom, I pulled the stove away from the wall until the gas line broke free. Then I slid it back in place and ran like hell out the back door.

The children’s voices echoed from the open door behind me, typical sibling chatter, of the type you might hear in any middle-class family home. By the time I’d almost reached the backyard pool, I started having second thoughts. Guilt-stricken, I turned around to warn them, thinking I might call out and cause them to avoid the trap I’d laid.

Before I uttered a word, a bright white light exploded from within the Houlderson’s kitchen. Immediately, every window on the lower level exploded outward in a brilliant orange fireball. The explosive pressure wave took me off my feet, tossing me into the pool ten feet behind me. One final thought crossed my mind as I hit the water’s surface and went under.

I just hope their deaths were quick and painless.
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An indeterminate length of time later, I awoke in the back of an ambulance, covered in warm blankets and wearing a non-rebreather oxygen mask. A young African American paramedic sat next to me, writing on a chart as he monitored my vitals. While my lower body was strapped in, my arms were free, so I reached up and pulled the mask down with shaky hands.

“Mundus cough vult decipi,” I wheezed.

“Ergo salvus erit,” the medic replied. “Relax, I’m a team player. Just rest and breathe in that O2, alright?”

Sign and countersign was just one of the ways CERBERUS agents identified each other in the field. Since we almost always operated undercover, posing as members of various local and federal agencies, the old-school approach was a necessity. For improved OPSEC, we stuck to obscure quotes from ancient texts, and we always changed the verbiage.

In this case, the more commonly known Latin phrase was Mundus vult decipi, ergo decipiatur. ‘The world wants to be deceived, therefore let it be deceived.’ Our version was, ‘The world wants to be deceived, therefore it will be saved.’ Wishful thinking, probably, but I didn’t come up with the codes.

I held the mask away from my face with one hand and snagged the medic’s wrist with the other. “How many bodies?”

“Four. At least, that’s what I saw them carting to the meat wagons. We were on the scene before the locals, so they’ve been under wraps the entire time.”

“Kids?”

He grimaced and tried peeling my hand off his wrist. “Hey, ease up there, Clamp Champ. You break it, you buy it.”

I released his arm. “Sorry.”

“No worries, shock will do weird things to you. Regarding your question, two kids, two adults.” He chuckled. “Oh, and the two we found gift-wrapped in the alley.”

“Shit. I forgot about them.”

“Don’t sweat it, some bigwig from HQ took care of it. Speaking of which, he asked to be notified when you came to.”

“Guy named Gibbs?”

“Naw, the director, I think.”

“Well, piss,” I groaned.

The kid shook his head. “Don’t know why you’re worried. If you ask me, they ought to give you a medal for this. Cleaners found a whole mess of DNA profiles in the basement freezer. They’re going to be ID-ing those bodies for a while.”

“Strickland cough and I have a strained relationship.”

“You Ops?”

“Special Investigations.”

“Sounds stressful. Is it?”

I nodded. “And dangerous.”

“Damn. Almost makes me glad I’m just a lowly support drone.”

“Do yourself a favor, doc, and stay with support,” I said as I pulled the mask off my head. “You’ll live longer.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” the medic objected. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Me? I’m going to go do my job,” I replied while unbuckling the straps across my waist and legs.

“You need to stay put. I mean, you damn near drowned. I thought I was going to have to revive you for a minute there.”

I stood on shaky legs, ducking my head and leaning against the doorframe until the dizziness passed.

“Meh, I have a strong constitution.”

He shook his head. “Whatever, man. Just sign this AMA before you go, so I don’t get in trouble.”

He held a metal clipboard and pen where I could reach it. I took the pen and did as he asked.

H. Duck

The medic looked at it. “Really, dude?”

“Special Investigations, remember? Oh, and you never saw me here,” I said as I stumbled out the door and off the drop step to the ground.

The medic was still mumbling under his breath as I walked toward the crime scene tape and lights that had been set up around the Houlderson’s front yard. All the vehicles and personnel had ATF insignia, which made sense due to the explosion I’d caused.

Those poor kids.

Damn it. I needed to find Gibbs. First, I snagged an ATF windbreaker from an unmarked unit that was parked behind some barriers. Then I headed for the spotlights. They were all pointed outward and away from the smoldering remains of the Houlderson home, to discourage onlookers and prevent looky-loos from trying to film us.

As I neared the scene, I tried to find a spot where I might slip through unnoticed. Unfortunately, our recent influx of recruits meant that the line was guarded all the way around the house. With a shrug, I ducked under the tape that delineated the outer perimeter, only to get stopped by some wet behind the ears rookie who looked like she was fresh out of Quantico.

“Hold it,” the kid said. “I need to see some ID.”

“Seriously, Agent Starling?” When she failed to respond, I exhaled heavily. “Hang on.”

I reached in my back pocket for my wallet, finding it empty. I’d left my wallet in my vehicle earlier when I decided to pull a B&E on the Houlderson residence. Still, I had my badge from work, and it would do.

That I kept on my person, as it served as a no-fuss way for CERBERUS to identify me should I perish in the line of duty. The badge looked like a blank keycard, but it was hyper-encrypted and encoded with all my CERBERUS data. Plus, it was the only way to get into Headquarters, so I never let it out of my sight.

A green LED embedded inside the card would flash in the presence of another CERBERUS ID. It was yet another way CERBERUS personnel recognized one another. Once I flashed my card, the newb would at least be able to identify me as an agency employee.

On patting my breast pocket, I discovered it had been ripped from my shirt in the fight. Fantastic.

I smiled at the young agent. “Look, I don’t have it on me. Just let me through and one of the senior agents will vouch for me.”

She pushed her jacket back, resting her hand on her sidearm. “Sir, I’m going to need you to turn around and place your hands behind your head.”

“Are you being for real, right now? I work at headquarters. Gibbs will vouch for me.”

“Final warning,” the plucky little agent replied. “Turn. Around.”

“Finch, let ‘im through,” a gruff voice called from somewhere beyond the lights. “He’s with me.”

“Yes, sir,” the young agent replied as she relaxed.

I chuckled. “Finch, huh? Guess I wasn’t far off, name-wise. Sheesh.”

“Is that supposed to be a joke?” she snarked.

“Go fetch me a cup of coffee, kid,” I said as I made to walk past her. “Black, two sugars.”

Between the sassy guh that escaped her lips and the way she set her shoulders in response, I knew this was going to be a thing. Wondering what I did to deserve this day, I stopped mid-stride and glanced over my shoulder.

“Is there a problem?”

The kid’s eyes narrowed. “I graduated from Princeton Law and FLETC at the top of my class. I worked my ass off to get this job. I am intelligent and capable as any male agent, and I do not fetch coffee.”

“Entitled much?”

“Sexist much?” she shot back. I was almost starting to like her.

“It’s not about your gender, kid. All probies pay their dues. Fetching coffee just comes with the territory.”

“Bullshit, you’re only saying that to smooth things over. My guess is, you’d never ask a male agent to do a coffee run.” The sassy little blonde turned up her nose as she turned her back on me. “You want coffee? Get it yourself.”

“Gibbs, tell this rook to get me some coffee,” I shouted at the darkness beyond the floods.

“He’s the reason we’re even here, Finch,” Gibbs said as he strolled into the light. “Take a look at him and ask yourself if the man deserves a hot cup of joe.”

As Agent Finch looked me over head to toe, angry resignation dawned across her face. “Fine, I’ll grab him one from the rig.”

“While you’re at it, bring me one too,” Gibbs said as she walked away, eliciting a slight head shake and some grumbling from the new agent.

“Think she’ll make it?” I asked.

Gibbs waited half a beat, then he scuffed the stubble on the side of his head with his hand. “Half of them will be gone in six months. If the scut work doesn’t get them, their first SNE encounter will.”

“Eh, I hope she stays,” I said, watching her storm off toward the command vehicle. “She has backbone. Might make a good field agent, someday.”

“That sass could get her killed, though.” He side-eyed me. “You look like shit.”

“Shoulda’ seen me before.”

“I did. I was there when they pulled you out of the pool. Gave us all a scare.”

“Drowning’s for pussies. When I go, I’ll go out fighting.”

“Yeah, yeah. Tell it to someone who hasn’t seen all that Marie Kondo and Container Store bullshit all over your pad.”

I sniffed and knuckled my nose. “Hey, I like being neat.”

“Uh huh. I bet you got one of those frilly aprons, too.”

I waited a few beats to change the subject, as I dreaded what came next. “You see the bodies the cleaners recovered?”

“I did.”

“The kids? Were they…?”

“Predators with retractable dentition, just like their parents. Mouths looked like those alien baby things in that movie—what the hell was that shit called?”

“Galaxy Quest?”

“You would know that off the top of your head. Fucking nerd.”

“Cara likes that stuff,” I countered. “Besides, Sigourney Weaver.”

“Too skinny for my tastes. Anyway, you made the right call.” He marched off into the darkness. “Come on, there’s something you should see.”

I followed the senior agent past the light cordon toward the ruined mess that had been the Houlderson’s home. The general structure and exterior remained intact, but the windows and doors were all blown out in the blast. There were scorch marks around the windows adjacent to the kitchen and living areas. Other than that, the fire damage seemed fairly limited.

“How’d you manage to put the fire out so fast?”

“We didn’t. The initial fireball must’ve blown itself out. Damnedest thing.” He stepped over some debris as we entered the front door. “Mind yourself, it’s still a mess.”

I followed the aging agent upstairs, ignoring the old man noises he made as we ascended. “Just what is it you want me to look at?”

“Something we pulled off the front door camera.”

“Oh yeah? More cannibals? Were they working with a second crew?”

Gibbs gave the slightest shake of his head. “Not sure.”

After entering a small office, he sat at the desk, snapping the cuffs of his rubber gloves out of habit before left-clicking the mouse to wake the computer up. A grainy still from the Houlderson’s doorbell camera took up most of the screen. Gibbs leaned back in the chair, interlacing his fingers over his prodigious gut.

“This unsub is the only person to enter and leave the home after their return from Canada. She came here multiple times over the past week, yet there’s nothing to indicate who the hell she is.”

Son of a bitch.

Her hairstyle and manner of dress had completely changed, all well-heeled Southern belle now, and zero New Age hipster. She wore big shades and a broad-brimmed hat, but it was her. ‘Toni’ was right there on the screen, dressed for Sunday service and smiling like the Cheshire Cat.

Gibbs raised his chin at the screen. “Figured I’d have one of the rookies run her through facial recognition when we get back to the office. See what turns up.”

“You know what? Let me run her down.”

“Oh? Volunteering for more scut work?”

I mentally scrambled for a reason to take point on the lead. “The wife nearly punched my ticket. If that’s another wendigo posing as a human, do you really want one of the newbs approaching her in her lair?”

“Makes sense. Keep me posted though, alright?”

“Sure thing, Gibbs. Will do.”


CHAPTER
FOUR




For as long as I can remember, I’ve been able to visit extreme violence on others with zero remorse or regret.

No, scratch that. There was a time when I wasn’t like this—when I was more or less normal. I started off as a pretty mellow kid, the kind of boy who gets his cheeks pinched by old ladies, who takes quarters from old men.

A sweet kid. Calm, nice, generous, even. Before I was filled with a rage that constantly threatens to boil over from within.

I was like that long before I got the serum from CERBERUS. Maybe that’s why I handled the stuff so well. Me, I’m used to controlling my propensity for violence.

As for how I got this way, something happened to me while my old man was in the pen. I couldn’t tell you what because those years are a blank spot in my past. But when Dad got out of the clink, I was a changed kid.

No more kind Tony. I started hurting people, and I liked it. Mostly people who deserved it. At least I had that going for me.

It started with this kid in the sixth grade. Like I said, I was a quiet kid—I kept to myself, read a lot, and didn’t cause any trouble. But being smart made me a target.

Like a lot of kids who grew up in poor neighborhoods, I learned early on there are two kinds of people in this world: victims and predators. Back then, I was a victim. This other kid, he was a predator, a bully who was mean as a rattlesnake with a sore tooth.

Long story short? After months of being tortured, I snapped and sent him to the hospital. Short story longer, he clocked me, I blacked out, and the next thing I knew the teachers were pulling me off him while I was stomping his head into the ground.

The weird thing was, I’d never done anything like that before. The even stranger thing about it was that it felt good. I didn’t nut over it like some criminals do, but oh did I enjoy it.

Anyway, the kid had it coming. Honestly, it was kind of funny watching him all balled up in the dirt with snot and blood running out of his nose.

After that, I’d fight at the drop of a hat, living and dying by the three-second rule. Anyone who even looked at me sideways got called out. Sometimes I came out on top, sometimes I didn’t, but everybody knew that you didn’t fuck with Tony.

Knowing I had a rep felt good. Standing up for myself felt great. Beating the shit out of people who deserved it felt even better.

And now? I no longer felt like I was in control. Something was off ever since my experience with ‘Toni,’ or whatever the fuck her real name was.

The fact that we shared a first name should’ve been the initial tipoff. The second was bumping into her the way I did, and the third was that she was smoking hot. That’s spy craft 101 in developing an asset and bringing them to heel—gain their trust, find their soft spot, and exploit it.

Normally, I don’t get all doe-eyed and gooey over women, no matter how good-looking they might be. I don’t know how, but the chick found a way to burrow into my mind and make herself at home. She seduced me, glamoured me, and used me like a box of tissues.

I still had the scars to prove it. Oddly, they hadn’t healed as well as other wounds I’d suffered since taking the serum. It seemed that something in Toni’s saliva or magic made it harder for me to heal. It took weeks for the wounds to even scab over properly, chingado.

The scars I could deal with, but the lack of sleep was messing with my head. Every time I dozed off, I’d dream about her bleeding me dry. Then I’d wake up in a cold sweat, my heart pounding like a jackhammer in my chest. Made it tough to get a good night’s rest.

Long-term stress and sleep deprivation will get to you. Pretty soon you start hallucinating, you get paranoid, the works. Now I was seeing things out of the corner of my eye, shadows and movement and shit. Also, I felt like I was being watched, all the damn time.

The really fucked up thing was that a part of me still wanted to be with her. I hated her, I feared her, yet I couldn’t get over her. Hell, if she showed up on my doorstep, I couldn’t honestly say whether I’d start shooting, or try to bed her. How messed up is that?

Then there was the risk-taking behavior I was exhibiting. Going into that house alone was a good example. As soon as I saw those victims, I should’ve radioed for back-up. That would’ve been the smart call.

Yet, I didn’t want anybody muscling in on my kill. Deep down I felt this undeniable urge to lash out at something, anything. Every time I took out an SNE, it made me feel like I was in control again, if only temporarily.

The nightmares, my conflicted emotions, my cowboy bullshit, and my growing paranoia all added up to one thing. ‘Toni’ had made me feel helpless, like no one had since… well, I don’t know when. That nagging sense of being the prey instead of the predator was eating my lunch.

If I didn’t do something about it, and soon, I was going to go off the deep end. Or make a fatal mistake at work and get someone hurt. Either way, it’d be the end of my career. Hell, the end of my freedom, too.

No matter how bad things got, I couldn’t let Strickland know I was struggling, or Doc Perez, for that matter. It’d taken time to gain their trust, to show them I could handle the effects of the serum. If I did anything to make them think otherwise, I might end up at a CERBERUS black site, yet another living guinea pig in a long line of the agency’s failed experiments.

I was alone on this one, and man, was I fucked. Only one path made sense, and that was finding Toni so I could put an end to this thing, one way or another. The problem was, I had no idea where to start.
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“Tony!” Cara was all up in my face, snapping her fingers at me. “You alright?”

The girl had been like Velcro since she freed me from the female vampire’s influence. Vampire. Yeah, right. Vampires couldn’t walk around in broad daylight, sipping margaritas on the patio at Baby A’s.

All at once I was back there, drinking in Toni’s laughing eyes, that tinkling laugh, the warmth of her hand on mine…

Smack!

The loud report of Cara’s palm colliding with the left side of my face echoed through my apartment and back again. The pain brought me back to the present, where Cara now straddled me on the couch. Normally, I’d have been pleased to wake up and find myself in such a compromised position, but her furrowed brow and narrowed gaze told me this wasn’t foreplay.

“What was that for?” I asked as I rubbed my cheek with only slightly feigned irritation.

She grabbed me by the jaw with one hand, turning my head slightly to one side then the other as she looked into my eyes. The tall, pretty redhead was well-versed in the supernatural, having been raised in that world herself. The girl had a cursory knowledge of magic and hexes, and she’d used a bit of that arcane talent to lift the glamour ‘Toni’ had cast on me.

Obviously, I wasn’t completely free of the leech’s influence, despite Cara’s best efforts.

“You went somewhere else on me for a sec,” Cara explained as she continued examining me. “How’re you feeling? Like yourself, or like you might hop in your car and drive somewhere, just for the heck of it?”

I worked my jaw around a bit before answering. “I feel like I got hit by a woman who’s a lot stronger than she looks.”

Cara was a ‘thrope, albeit of a kind I could find no information on in the CERBERUS database. A ‘culpeothrope,’ she said—able to shift into the form of a smallish, wild canine of a species native to South America. From what I gathered, she was born a ‘thrope, although she got skittish when I attempted to get details about her childhood.

She smirked crookedly as she hopped off me, rolling back over to her original position next to me on the sofa. “You’re fine.”

“My face isn’t fine,” I said, rubbing the left side of my jaw. “That hurt.”

“Quit whining. You may not be a supe, but you’re nearly as tough as me.”

“Now there’s a backhanded compliment if ever I heard one.”

The woman was sensitive about the fact that she could only shift into what was essentially a cross between a coyote and a fox. Not the toughest supernatural form, that was for certain. Still, in her human form she possessed all the physical attributes therianthropes enjoyed, including enhanced senses, an accelerated healing factor, and superhuman strength.

Despite that, I never missed an opportunity to tease her about her anemic shifting abilities.

“Says the low-rent werewolf,” she replied, smacking me in the head with a pillow before I could react. “You can’t even change forms.”

“Meh, I’m not into raw meat and roadkill.”

“There’s a can of Alpo in the pantry,” she said. “The previous tenants must’ve left it. I can get it for you if you like. Even your weak human teeth could handle that mush.”

“Alpo? Isn’t that a little before your time? Do they even make that anymore?”

She shrugged. “Maybe I’m older than I look. Still a hell of a lot younger than you, old man. If not in years, then in miles, for sure.”

The girl was bluffing about her age. Early on in our relationship, I’d learned that I was almost a decade older than her, and she never let me forget it. That was just one of the reasons why I gave her shit about her weak-ass alternate form.

“I’ll have you know I’m not even middle-aged yet, medically speaking. Shit, I’m in my prime.”

“Says who?”

“Science, and that family of wendigos I ganked yesterday.”

“Pfft. They hadn’t even fully transformed,” she countered, rolling her eyes as she turned the TV up. “Now hush, I think my team is about to score.”

Cara was part Peruvian, part Cajun, the result of a union between an Air Force enlisted man and a South American entertainer who met her father on a USO tour. A military brat, she’d lived all around the world. Yet, at heart she was a Southern gal, right down to her manners and her faint Cajun bayou accent.

She possessed wit, charm, guts, and looks, plus she was loyal as a St. Bernard. For those reasons, I could overlook the fact that she was a Saints fan. I’d decided to keep quiet about it, since Dallas was expected to have a good season this year, for once. But when I really wanted to get her goat, I’d remind her that New Orleans had just one Super Bowl win to Dallas’ five.

“Third down and nine at the forty-five-yard line? They’re going to kick,” I said.

“Naw, this QB has what it takes. Just watch.”

The guy nearly threw an interception, so the coach decided to bring out the kicker. He missed, hooking it wide, and the Saints headed to the locker room at halftime with Cara cussing up a storm.

Okay, so her manners were more Cajun than Southern. It was football season, after all. A few curse words were allowed.

“I think someone needs another beer to calm them down,” I said, pushing myself off the couch.

Cara grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back down beside her. Like most ‘thropes, she was heavier than she looked, due to her denser muscles and bones. She had the heft to pull me off balance, but only because I let her do so. I wasn’t exactly a slouch when it came to physical combat, after all.

She turned the TV down, then she pulled her feet up on the couch, facing me sidesaddle with a hand lightly resting on my shoulder. “Are we going to talk about what just happened?”

I sighed. “I thought you said I was fine.”

“After that baby tap I gave you? Yes, physically, you are fine.”

I waggled my eyebrows. “Thanks for noticing.”

She punched my shoulder playfully. “You know what I’m saying. The fact that you’re still having episodes means that I didn’t completely break her hold on you.”

“It’s no big deal. Just some residual voodoo, is all.”

“Maybe, maybe not. Vamps are weird creatures, Tony.”

“She’s not a vamp. Hell, I still haven’t figured out what she is.”

“Vamp, schmamp. If it walks like a duck, it’s a fucking duck. I don’t know how she withstands sunlight, but as far as I’m concerned that treacherous whore is a vampire.”

“Okay, we’ll agree to disagree. So, what if she is?”

“Then you need to protect yourself. Here, take this.”

Cara reached into her shirt pocket and pulled out a silver necklace. She held the latch between her fingers, so the pendant dangled from the chain.

“Hey, that’s the St. Christopher medal my sister gave me, right before I deployed. Said she had her priest bless it or something. Where’d you find it?”

“I came across it when I was unpacking some boxes left over from your move. All things considered, I figured it’d be a good idea for you to start wearing it.”

“Think it’ll work? Reports from the field are mixed.”

“Can’t hurt. Put it on.”

I did as she asked. “I don’t feel any different.”

“That’s not how it works. Hopefully, it’ll keep those dreams away that you’ve been having.”

“That’d be a welcome change.”

She frowned. “The residual effects you’ve been experiencing mean you’re still susceptible to her influence. I don’t like it, and I think it’s time you saw someone about it.”

“What, like a shrink? If Strickland found out, he’d put me on administrative leave in no time. Fuck that, I’ll handle it on my own.”

“No, not a shrink. Someone with a lot more talent than me. Magic-wise, I mean.”

I tilted my head slightly, narrowing my eyes. “Like who?”

“I’m not sure, but someone. Let me ask around, alright?”

Normally, I’d refuse. I didn’t trust witches, wizards, and the like. After what I’d seen since I started working for CERBERUS, nothing good ever came of screwing around with magic. Anyone who intentionally messed around with creatures and forces from The World Beneath Our Own had to be half-baked.

Yet, the concern I heard in Cara’s voice gave me pause. The girl wasn’t one to fuss or rattle easily. She knew way more about the supernatural than I did, which provided good reason for me to defer to her judgment.

Besides, she’d earned my trust. If it wasn’t for her, I’d probably be dead, or a thrall. Or worse, a mindless undead creature, cursed to shamble around forever in a semi-brain-dead state, until a CERBERUS agent or hunter came along and cured me with high velocity lead poisoning.

That didn’t mean I’d trust some random SNE to poke around inside my skull. If I was going to ask for help, it’d be from someone I knew. Preferably, a human.

“Alright. I think there’s someone at work I can speak to about it. Our psychic, Agent Hill.”

“Think she can help?” I nodded. Cara popped up on her knees and leaned in until we were nose to nose. “Promise me you’ll see her tomorrow.”

“I promise.”

I tried to sneak a kiss, but she giggled and backed away before our lips made contact. “Uh-uh, nope. You also promised me a beer, remember?”

“Only if I get that kiss when I get back.”

“Fine,” she replied with a twinkle in her eye.

“I’ll hold you to that,” I said as I stood and headed for the kitchen.

“And make me a sammy while you’re in there, like a good little low-rent ‘thrope,” she hollered after me. “Maybe then I’ll entertain the idea of some half-time entertainment.”

“Keep talking trash, and I’m gonna’ put garlic and hot sauce on your sandwich,” I yelled back.

“Go ahead, I’m into that shit,” she replied. “‘Sides, you’re the one who has to kiss me after.”
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As I made Cara’s sandwich, I reflected on the fact that she was right. My mind was a mess. It made me vulnerable to Toni’s influence. Until I got my head straight, I’d be in no shape to make things right.

That was another thing my old man taught me. Weakness was a liability you couldn’t afford.

Right after he got out, Pops wouldn’t talk about his time inside. After a while, when he’d get a few beers in him, he’d tell me stories. And they always carried a lesson.

My dad was part of a crew that had been knocking off payday loan companies all over South Texas. He was the driver and lookout, which in hindsight was probably why he always drove hot rods. The crew also had a safecracker, a couple of guys who were versed in B&E, and someone who was feeding them intel for a cut of the take.

It was classic Quentin Tarantino shit, and I ate those stories up. One thing that stuck out was the pain I saw in Dad’s eyes when he talked about his cellmate. People can get tight in prison, over time. There’s not much to do, the places are fraught with danger, and it pays to have someone to watch your back.

In the end, the cops set Dad’s crew up by planting marked bills at all the payday loan shops in the area. Pops got the bills in his cut, and that’s how he got sent up. He was young then, but he did his time the way you’re supposed to—head down, mouth shut. The authorities tried convincing him to cut a deal and rat his crew out, but he wouldn’t talk.

“You get busted, you do the time and carry the weight, mijo. It’s the only way you get respect.”

Funny how that bit of prison wisdom applies to so many things in life.

As for Dad’s cellmate, the dude was facing an extra ten for shanking someone in the yard. He was older, and possibly looking at a back door parole—leaving prison horizontally instead of vertically—so I guess that’s why he took the deal.

Didn’t take long for my dad to suss him out. It wasn’t anything overt. Just the way the guy kept prying, he said. And how his celly would disappear from his kitchen job every month around the same time.

In the joint, there’s only one way you deal with a snitch. Dad never went into detail about what he did to his cellmate. All he said was that the guy got transferred to another facility, for his own safety. What Dad did say about the whole experience stuck with me.

“At first, I couldn’t believe that guy was a rat, mijito. Two years we’d been cellies, watched out for each other, played cards, passed the time. When I realized he got flipped, it hurt, but I couldn’t show it. And you know what?”

“What, Papa?”

“It was a good lesson, one I needed to learn. That shit opened my eyes, made me see I couldn’t trust nobody outside mi familia and my crew.”

“And what else?”

Dad taught me to ask that whenever I was in conversation with someone. I don’t know where he picked it up, maybe he read it somewhere while he was doing his bit, but it was a great way to get people to open up. I still used it in interrogations and when questioning witnesses.

“That’s right, chamaco, always dig for more. Anyway, it taught me when someone stabs you in the back, you gotta’ make them pay for it.”

“But why?”

He turned and looked at me, the rumble of the 6.2 liter V8 vibrating through the seat as Dad’s slammed Impala rolled to a stop.

“So the next cabron who comes along thinks twice before he tries to screw you over.”

I’d been thinking about that lesson a lot lately. Whoever ‘Toni’ was, she was likely connected in The World Beneath. The fact that she’d gotten to me and practically made me her bitch could get around. That’d make it hard for me to do my job.

Hell, it might even put me at risk. Supes might start to think that if she could fuck me over, they could, too. And I couldn’t have that.

So, I had to find her, and bring her lying, leeching ass into custody. Or, failing that, send her to Doc Perez’s lab on a slab.

One thing was for certain, Dad was right about betrayal being an eye-opening experience. I’d never suspected Toni for a second. Yet, she used me like her own personal Big Gulp for weeks.

It showed how defenseless my fragile, vulnerable human mind was against shit like that. A weakness, one I couldn’t afford. Before I tried to bring her down, I needed to make sure that Toni was out of my head for good. And if possible, ensure that nothing ever violated my psyche again.

Hopefully, Agent Raine Hill could help me make that happen.


CHAPTER
FIVE




Raine and I met at the Kerbey Lane off the 1604 Loop at I-10. I preferred to eat at the original location in Austin, but the queso and pancakes at this location were still on point. Their migas were another matter, but I couldn’t blame them for putting melted cheese on eggs. Like bacon, queso made everything taste better.

As per my S.O.P., I got there early and scoped the place out. First, I sat in the parking lot, watching people come and go for a few minutes to get the rhythm of the place. Then I went in and took a table near the kitchen entrance, sitting with my back to the wall as I sipped coffee and pretended to read the news on my phone. After being hypnotized by that tick of a woman, I was always on high alert in public these days.

When my team’s psychic entered the restaurant, I didn’t even have to flag her down. We spotted each other at the same time. In that instant, something passed between us that I couldn’t put into words. Any two people who’d been through combat together would recognize it all the same.

Ironically, when Agent Hill first joined CERBERUS I did not like the woman. For starters, we had nothing in common—as in, nothing at all. She was a side-shaved, hair-dyed, left-voting hippie. The product of a privileged white upbringing and an East Coast liberal arts education that probably cost more than I made during my whole time in the service.

Then, there was her attitude. Raine was good at what she did, and she knew it. And because of what she did, she knew a lot more about people than she probably cared to admit. With that knowledge came a combination of cynicism, reticence when it came to personal relationships, and a surface abrasiveness that made her a difficult person to like, much less know.

Yet, she’d saved my life, and she bore the scars to prove it. I’d give my life for hers, any day of the week. Foxholes knew no politics, that’s for damned sure. The bond between Raine and I served as proof of that.

The girl’s clothing was as eclectic as her philosophy and values, a fact I took note of as she crossed the dining area to our table. She wore blue Dickies cargo pants, scuffed brown trench boots, and a vintage HORDE Tour t-shirt under a plaid flannel button-down. Classic ‘I’m wearing this outfit ironically even though you and I both know I can afford better’ bullshit.

Raine’s hair was three shades of purple today, but she wore no make-up. As for accessories, the woman brandished a tangle of beads, thongs, and bangles around her wrists. Additionally, her ears, eyebrows, lips, and nose had more metal than a Scandinavian music festival. An Eye of Horus amulet next to a lavender crystal charm rounded off the whole ensemble.

It all suited her. While it wasn’t regulation, she got the job done, and that was all I cared about. Besides, the bangles and amulets probably had protective properties—either that or they helped her do her work. Even if they didn’t, I’d tell anyone who gave her shit about it that they did.

So maybe I’d grown a little protective of her since our foray into the ghost realm. What of it? When she neared the table, I nodded at the seat across from me as I flagged down the waiter.

“Scar’s healing up nicely,” I said after the waiter acknowledged my hail.

The girl was built like an elf, with pixieish features and a permanent smart-assed grin, neither of which had been ruined by said scar, thankfully. She plopped herself down in the chair, flipping her platinum and purple swoop out of her face to expose the faded mark on her forehead.

“The plastic surgeon they sent me to did a good job. Plus, I have a friend who’s a Dine' healer. She hooked me up with a ceremony and some salve. The combo did the trick.”

“Dine'—that’s Navajo, right?”

“How’d you know?”

“I come from mestizo stock. When I was a kid, I wanted to know my roots, so I studied the Conquistadors, then the native tribes throughout Texas and all along the Southern border.”

“So you’re not just a dumb gun nut.”

“Hey now. I worked in special operations. Believe me, I know a lot of highly intelligent gun nuts.”

“Hmm,” she replied as she studied me carefully.

“Something wrong?”

“You’re getting better at that,” she said as she leaned over to snatch a menu from the rack at the end of the table. “Getting harder to read you, despite our connection. Oh, and Mary says hello.”

She was referring to Bloody Mary, also known as Mary Whitcombe. Mary was a Class 2 SNE, a psycho-vampiric spirit that Director Strickland and Captain Perez had somehow managed to wrangle and keep around The Facility. They’d used Mary to test my nerve on my first day with CERBERUS, locking me in a conference room with her to see how I’d react.

When she first showed up, I nearly shit my pants. Once I gathered my wits, I dispelled Mary with table salt, which must’ve been the right move. After that, Strickland decided I made the cut and officially brought me on board.

More recently, Mary had latched onto me during a case that involved an evil grimoire and a lot of pissed off spirits. She’d been instrumental in helping me track down the location of the tome, thereby preventing a metaphysical Armageddon.

Now, I guess she kind of had a thing for me. Not a crush, but a connection. Every so often I’d wake up in the middle of the night to her whispering voice, the scent of lavender hanging heavy on the air.

Like most haunts, Mary was confined to the general vicinity of her anchor, which remained locked up in a vault, deep beneath Camp Stanley. Raine claimed that, due to our connection, Mary could look in on me at my apartment in nearby Shavano Park. Secretly, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d become the ghost’s new anchor.

I nodded in reply to Raine’s remark. “Tell her I said ‘hi’ back. Oh, and chow’s on me today, courtesy of my per diem account. Order what you want.”

“Fuck yes,” she said, affecting a bit of vocal fry. “‘Tis the season for pumpkin pancakes.”

“I’ll have the same,” I told the waiter, a youngish kid who looked like the lead singer from The Plain White T’s. “Plus an order of queso—and keep the chips coming.”

“You got it, sir,” the kid said. He looked at Raine, flashing her a friendly smile. “Anything to drink?”

“Green tea, hot. And a water.” He smiled again, shyly this time, before sauntering off. Raine snickered after he was a suitable distance away. “He thinks you’re a boomer.”

“Anyone over thirty is a boomer to kids his age,” I said. “And you’re one to laugh. I thought he was going to start belting out ‘Hey There Delilah’ as soon as he laid eyes on you.”

“Shit, you’re old,” she countered.

“That song’s not that old.”

“Old enough.”

“Pfft. Don’t you dare tell me how old you were when it charted.”

Her smirk deepened into a grin. “Okay, I won’t. Now, you want to tell me why we’re on a breakfast date?”

“As if. Fraternizing with subordinates is strictly against CERBERUS policy,” I said, playing along with the joke. Raine and I were about as likely to date as Joy Behar and Joe Rogan. “Doesn’t mean I can’t treat my team to a meal every now and again.”

Raine glanced at the empty seats. “I guess the others are late then?”

I waved her question off. “Uh-uh, it’s just us. I needed to ask you a favor—off the books.”

“Oh yeah?” The psychic’s grin faded. “I’ve sensed something was up with you, ever since The Book of the Dead incident.”

Our waiter returned with the chips and tea in time to catch the last part of that sentence. “Ah, the Necronomicon Ex-Mortis. I love that show!”

Raine and I shared a look. She made small talk as he served us, but I could tell her heart wasn’t in it.

“Not your type?” I asked after he’d left.

“He’s sort of cute, even with that nose,” she said. “But anyone who watches Ash vs. Evil Dead while being completely unaware of the original film series is a lost cause.”

“Whelp, there’s something we can agree on.”

She snatched a chip and scooped up a glob of the white goopy stuff, shoving it in her mouth before it could drip all over the place. “S’whaz ee-en oo?”

I watched her shovel several more loaded chips into her pie-hole before answering. “Damn, for someone so petite, you sure can put it away.”

“It’s the talent,” she said, tapping the shaved side of her head. “The brain uses up to twenty percent of the body’s available energy when fully engaged. Doing my thing eats up about twice that.”

“Ah, so that’s how you stay so thin.”

She scowled. “You think I want to look like this? A flat chest and boy hips aren’t exactly my idea of an ideal figure.”

Discretion being the better part of valor, I wisely chose to withhold comment in that regard.

“Getting back to the reason I called you here, I need to know how to guard my mind against intrusion.”

Raine narrowed her eyes at me as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I thought we’d developed some trust.”

Taken off guard by her response, I waved my hands frantically in front of me. “No. I mean, we have. It’s not about you, it’s something else. Something related to a recent case.”

“Recent case, eh?” She looked at me askance, pursing her lips. “I’m sensing this case is off the books.”

“You sensed right. Strickland can’t know about it.”

“Alright,” she said as her shoulders relaxed. “Are you getting dream visitations, or are things happening during waking hours?”

The girl didn’t dance around sensitive topics, that was for sure. I chewed my lip for a few seconds before answering. “Nightmares, but that’s not all. While I’m awake, I always feel like I’m being watched. I’m also seeing shadows flitting around out the corner of my eye.”

“Well, the good news is, if you were being haunted Mary would’ve said something. The bad news is, those episodes could indicate attempts to gain a foothold in your mind. Or that someone is trying to regain lost ground.”

Again, I withheld comment. “Can you help?”

The waiter returned with our food, so we paused to appreciate the spread. Raine was polite but distant with the guy. When he left the table, disappointment was written all over his face.

“Damn, Agent Hill. You might’ve at least strung him along a bit.”

She slathered her stack in butter and syrup, chopping off a section and skewering it with her fork. The psychic waved her kill at me as she replied. “I don’t do pointless flirty bullshit. No time for it. As for your sitch, I can show you some exercises to strengthen your resistance. I can also get my friend to work up some medicine for you.”

“As in, magic?”

“Well, yeah.”

I shook my head. “Thanks, but I’ll stick with the exercises.”

Raine mopped up even more syrup with the pancake on her fork, then she stuffed it into her mouth. “Oo ‘eed per tek-shun.”

After a nod of acknowledgment, I ate my pancakes in silence for the span of a minute or so. “What about religious stuff? Would that work?”

“What, like holy water and icons? Sure, if they’re blessed, and if you believe in them. Not as good as my friend’s healing medicine, in my opinion. But it’s better than nothing.”

I thought of the St. Christopher medal and decided then and there to wear it twenty-four-seven. Besides that, I also had some exorcist’s salt from that Book of the Dead case. Sprinkling a circle around my bed couldn’t hurt.

“Okay, I got that covered. How soon can you start teaching me those exercises?”

“Right now, if you like. But first, give me some space.” She extended her elbows to the side like she was nudging someone away from her. “Cuz’ I’m about to put a serious hurt on these pancakes.”
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After Raine and I finished our meeting, we agreed to meet the following week so she could check on my progress. I headed to the office, for once eager to dive into the Scooby duty Strickland had given me. It was pure drudgery, my punishment for muscling in on the Houlderson case. But I’d do anything to get my mind off that leech of a woman.

When I reached the gate at Camp Stanley, I remembered that I’d lost my ID badge. Not the fake one I wore yesterday that said I was with Austin city zoning enforcement, but the real badge that got me on post and into The Facility.

Showing up to work without my badge would be just one more thing for Strickland to be pissed about. It wasn’t the first one I’d misplaced, after all. My mind had been a mess recently, and after I moved, I promptly lost track of my original ID while I was unpacking and settling in.

Last night I’d fully intended to retrace my steps to look for my new badge. But after seeing Toni’s mug on their computer monitor, I’d forgotten all about the damned thing. Since the clean-up crew hadn’t mentioned finding it, I was ninety-nine percent positive it was still somewhere at the Houlderson’s house.

Before I drove halfway to Austin, I decided to search my apartment again for the one I lost weeks before. Driving a little faster than was probably necessary, I turned my vehicle around and headed home, cursing my forgetfulness. Lately, I was having a lot of blonde moments. If I wasn’t careful, it would cost me my job—or worse.

When I rounded the corner into my neighborhood, I immediately stomped on my brakes. A huge pine tree lay across the road. The tree’s roots were bared to the world on one end, with the other end resting atop a smashed Buick that was now just an “ick.”

City crews were already there with bucket trucks and commercial chainsaws, and local PD was diverting traffic. Knowing how government workers functioned, it’d be hours before they fully cleared the street. Based on how the workers stared at the massive tree as they sipped coffee, I wondered if it would get done today at all.

The way the neighborhood was laid out, I’d have to drive several blocks east in morning traffic to reach the other entrance. I didn’t have time for that shit. My apartment was just a couple of blocks away, so I decided to park and get a head start on my daily run.

I gave the uprooted tree and workers a wide berth, jogging through someone’s front yard to reach the walk on the other side. Once I got past the cops and onlookers, I made good time. In under a minute, I had the three-story Victorian that housed my apartment in sight.

No sooner had I crossed the street onto my block than a tall, broad man stepped out from behind an oak tree, right in my path. I’d been so preoccupied with all my headcase bullshit and getting to work on time that I hadn’t noticed him until the last second. I collided with the guy, bouncing off him like I’d hit a brick wall.

One minute I was sprinting home, the next I was sitting on my ass in the street with an Andre the Giant lookalike looming over me. His smooth, pale face was covered in the sort of filth that comes from avoiding bathing for extended periods. Or, at least, the parts I could see. The gaiter he wore over his mouth and nose covered all but his deep brown eyes, shaved brows, and bald head.

The guy reached toward me with his massive, pale, equally filthy hands. At first, I thought he was offering to help me up. I waved him off, figuring it was all just a simple accident.

“S’alright, no harm done,” I said, my mind on retrieving my badge and getting to work before Strickland noticed my absence.

That’s when the homeless guy grabbed me by the lapels to pull me upright. No, scratch that—he straight up yanked me off the ground. I am not a small man, by any stretch. For him to pick me up with such ease was telling, to say the least.

I quickly found myself dangling in his grip on the balls of my feet, like a child who’d run afoul of the schoolyard bully. Then the smell hit me—a combination of filth and an odd, earthy, sulfurous scent that I couldn’t quite place. To my sensitive nose it was overpowering, almost nauseating, really. I coughed and held my breath, doing my best not to gag.

“Gnnnnggghh,” the homeless man moaned.

I couldn’t tell if he was mute, high, or crazy. Maybe it was all three. Regardless, between the manhandling, the odor, and the crazed look in his eyes, my self-preservation instincts kicked in.

The serum amplified my fight or flight response. If I hadn’t been exercising a significant level of self-control, I might’ve drawn and smoked the guy. Instead, I quickly ran through my other options as my serum-altered amygdala tried to push all rational thought aside.

My duty weapon was in easy reach, but I’d already decided the situation didn’t merit deadly force. I also had a Cold Steel Voyager XL in a custom sheath on my belt—the biggest tactical folder I owned—but again, deadly force was unwarranted here.

Even so, the guy had the upper hand physically, and he was clearly mentally unstable. I had every right to arrest him for assault. The thing was, I didn’t feel like waiting for the cops and dealing with the hassle. So, I kicked him in the nuts.

It was like kicking a two-by-four. I swear, I think I hurt my foot more than I hurt him. In fact, I know I did, because the guy barely even flinched.

Great, he’s crazy and on drugs, too.

Rather than reacting to the pain of getting my steel-toed boot in his ball sack, the guy pulled me in close. At that range, his sour breath and the stench coming off him practically choked me. Even so, I held his gaze, the predator in me refusing to back down, no matter how compromised my position might be.

The man’s bloodshot eyes were so brown they were almost black, his pupils pinpricks in the bright morning sun. As I stared, I realized that he wasn’t just crazed—something was wrong with his eyes. I began falling into them, just like I did in the nightmares I had about Toni.

A feeling of dread came over me, like I was staring into the gaze of Death itself. I shook my head, breaking eye contact as I tried in vain to pry his fingers open.

What the fuck was that?

“Guh-nrrrgh!” the man growled.

In drawing me in close, he’d lifted me just high enough so I could bend my knees and place my feet on his hips. Using every bit of my enhanced strength, I kicked off, fighting against his grip to free myself.

My shirt and jacket tore, leaving scraps of both in his giant hands. I jumped clear, landing in a fighting stance, arms raised. None the worse for the wear, I was ready to fight if the crazed vagrant continued his aggression against me.

“Back off,” I snarled. He stared right through me, dropping his gaze before meeting mine again. “I mean it. Get the hell out of here before I call the cops.”

The big stranger grunted once. Then he turned and ran off, the ragged, filthy, moth-eaten coat he wore flapping in the wind as he retreated down the block. Just to be safe, I kept my eyes on him to be sure he wouldn’t hook a U-turn and come back.

That was weird. Dude must be new to the neighborhood.

I lived in a fairly safe area, but we still had our share of homeless people wandering through. Some lived near the Loop, camping in pockets of thick foliage near convenience stores and shopping centers. It was part and parcel of living in a large city these days.

Stunned by the insanity of the encounter, I sighed and quickly ran a hand over my face. When I glanced up again, the man had vanished.

What the hell?

Walking at a brisk pace in the direction he’d gone, I searched the block for him, looking behind trees, cars, down the neighbor’s driveways, between houses, everywhere. He was nowhere to be found. However, something remained as evidence that he’d been there—the stench. That sulphured, earthy, skunk-like odor still hung on the air like a miasma from Hell, proof that I hadn’t imagined what just happened.

After searching for a good five minutes, I glanced up and down the street a final time. Nothing stirred, save for a few grackles on the power lines and a squirrel chittering at a cat as it strolled beneath the rodent’s perch. Save for the fading stench, no trace of the nearly seven-foot-tall homeless man remained.

“I need a change of clothes,” I muttered, looking down at my ruined work shirt and exposed chest. “And a fucking vacation.”


CHAPTER
SIX




After searching my apartment for twenty minutes, digging through unpacked boxes and looking under every piece of furniture, I failed to locate my old badge. Getting a new badge was no biggie, since we had admin personnel who handled that crap. Requisitioning it was, though. The process required a mountain of paperwork and would result in having the director up my ass for weeks.

Nope, no thanks.

Obviously, I lost my new ID during my battle with Mrs. Houlderson. It had been tucked in my shirt pocket, safely hidden when I entered the Houlderson’s home. My bet was that it fell out when she ripped my shirt during our fight.

Now I’m going to have to drive halfway to Austin to look for the damned thing.

Our resident gulothrope, Melvin, could probably help, since his nose was sharper than mine. First, I wanted to do some digging in the files on Toni, to see what I could turn up. On the drive back to work, I called and asked Gibbs to vouch for me so I could get past the gate.

Gibbs chuckled. “Lost another one, huh?”

“You going to help me, or not?”

“I guess so, since you broke the case last night and singlehandedly took out the whole murderous clan. They found human flesh in the kid’s stomachs—did I tell you that?”

“No, but thanks for mentioning it.”

“Eh, you’d have read it in the report. I’ll call the front gate and send Cole down to buzz you in when you get here.”

“Thanks, Gibbs. I owe you one.”

“More than that, but who’s counting?” he replied before hanging up on me.

When I arrived, the muscular half-Korean agent wore a shit-eating grin as he waited by the security elevator. “You leave your badge at that bartender’s place again?”

“Which one?”

“Like you’d cheat on that girl. She doesn’t look the type to put up with it.”

“You’re right, she wouldn’t,” I said, thinking of how pissed she’d been about Toni. “Gibbs at his desk?”

“Does a squirrel shit peanut butter? Yeah, he’s probably looking at boats online again or some crap like that.”

Gibbs was facing mandatory retirement in a few short years, and lately he’d been planning for it. I couldn’t blame him. After putting in twenty-five with HPD and another decade here, I’d be eager to do a whole lot of nothing, too.

“Thanks, Cole. And if you could…”

“Yeah, yeah. Strickland doesn’t need to know anything, although he probably will anyway.”

“How do you think he reviews the electronic security logs when he doesn’t even have a computer?”

“Probably has Captain Perez print them up on a dot-matrix or something.”

I snickered. “First round at Texas Tiki’s on me tonight.”

'Texas Tiki’ was a hole-in-the-wall honkytonk not far from post that Smitty had found recently. The place was themed in ‘country Polynesian’ according to the owner, Ema, a Fijian transplant who was married to a retired Air Force chief master sergeant. As soon as Agent Smith dragged our asses there, it was love at first sight.

Cole hissed. “First two, at least. And you need to find out if that bartender has a sister. Or a cousin—hell, I don’t care if it’s her mom. If she has female relatives, you’d better introduce me.”

“Will do,” I lied.

The last thing I needed was for someone at CERBERUS to know I was dating a supe. It was my mistake that Cole had seen us at a restaurant near my apartment. All he could talk about now was how he couldn’t see how I landed such a fox.

Little did he know.

When I arrived at the bullpen, as predicted, Gibbs was at his desk looking at fishing boats online. Being from the Houston area, he fished saltwater and nothing else. Some anglers didn’t care—they’d hit any body of water around—but the aging former homicide detective was a purist.

“Don’t you have actual work to do?” I asked after I’d snuck up behind him.

Gibbs didn’t even flinch. “Says the shit-listed agent who’s late for work, again.” He pointed at the screen. “Think I found my dream boat. Take a look.”

“Does Mrs. Gibbs know?”

“She will when she sees it parked in front of the house. Thirty-two feet with a five-inch draft on plane, and a tunnel trimaran hull. More stable than my marriage, and ten times the fun.”

“She’s a beaut, that’s for sure,” I said, not knowing a damned thing about boats, save for what I learned at CDQC. “You got room to park that thing?”

“Nah, I’ll have to keep her in storage.”

“The boat, or your wife?”

Gibbs rubbed his chin. “Now there’s a thought.” He glanced up at me, prying his eyes away from the pictures on the screen. “You didn’t come by to talk boats. What’s on your mind?”

I leaned my ass against a nearby desk, arms crossed. “You ever hear anything about a day-walking vampire?”

“What, like Wesley Snipes?”

“No. Well, yeah, I guess.” I loved those movies, or at least I did before I started working for CERBERUS.

Gibbs minimized the browser window and brought up the agency database. It looked like it’d been written in DOS, it was so fucking old. As tech-averse as the Director was, I was surprised we didn’t have those green CRT monitors to go with the ancient OS.

After a brief search, the aging agent pulled up a file. “Dhampir,” he said, pointing at the screen. “Son of a male vamp and a female human. Rarer than cellulite on Margot Robbie’s ass. Vampires can sense when humans are pregnant, so when a vamp impregnates a thrall, they kill her and the fetus both. We think it’s vampire law or some shit. Fucking savages.”

“Wait, they kill their own kids?”

“As if they’re the only species who does that. But yeah, they do.”

“Why?”

“Same reason mister ‘some motherfuckers are always trying to ice skate uphill’ had all the movie vamps scared shitless. These dhampir make the perfect vampire hunters. They get a lot of their sire’s powers, although they’re not as strong or fast. And like the man said, none of their weaknesses.”

“You said ‘son.’ Are there no female dhampir?”

“Dhampirica. Now you’re talking ‘winning the Powerball’ rare. We got no record of one, although they’re supposed to be a possibility.”

“Alright, Whistler. So why haven’t we recruited any of these things?”

He shrugged. “You’ll have to ask the director about that. There’s only one case file here, and it goes all the way back to the fifties. They weren’t much for detail in their reports back then. From what I gather, the one they came across had to scratch an itch every now and again.”

“He drank human blood.”

“Yep. Took them a while to figure out who was doing the killing, since the guy was walking around in broad daylight like a fucking Baywatch extra. Eventually, they tracked the evidence back to him and took him out.”

Something clicked just then, but I did my damnedest to keep it off my face. “What happened to the corpse?”

“Huh?” He clicked and scrolled through the file for several seconds, lost in thought. “Doesn’t say. Like I said, these old files are scant on info. It’s a wonder this one was even scanned into the system. Generally speaking, we don’t have any records on digital before the early aughts.”

“Yeah. Weird, that. Anything else in there I should know?”

Gibbs looked over his shoulder at me. “What, you think you got one of these things?”

“Naw, just something that occurred to me when I was helping with the Houlderson case. At first, I thought the perps might be vamps, but the patterns didn’t fit.”

“People being snatched in broad daylight, yadda, yadda. Could’a been Renfields, though. You know how those freaks can get obsessed with the whole ‘dark gift’ bit.”

“Hmph. Guess I overanalyzed the whole thing.”

He shrugged. “It happens. Occam’s Razor’ll never steer you wrong in this job. Remember that.”

“Solid advice.”

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have paperwork to ignore and a lot of daydreaming to do. Then I’m going to enjoy a nice lunch by myself at that sandwich joint next to the boat dealership.”

“I’ll fuck off now. Thanks, Gibbs.”

“Don’t mention it. Oh, and the wife wants to have you over for dinner sometime.”

“Next I’ll be meeting your mom.”

“Do not fucking tempt me, rookie. She’s eighty-two, and meaner than a rabid polecat. She’d have you doing chores around her house in no time, flat.”

“I’ll pass. On your mom, not the dinner thing.”

“Then I’ll let the wife know. Fair warning, she likes baking casseroles.”

“Ugh. I have to meet your wife, and you’re feeding me gringo food, too?”

“What the hell do you think enchiladas are? It’s a Mexican fucking casserole if I ever saw one. You ought to be used to it.”

“Fair point. I’ll let you get back to your boat.”

Gibbs grunted and turned to face the screen. As I headed to my desk, I considered what I’d learned. The more I thought about the whole dhampir concept, the scarier it got. Was that what Toni was?

Time to do more digging.
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I grabbed a cup of Gibbs’ oil-thick break room coffee, then I plopped down at my desk and waited until he and I were the only ones in the bullpen. Once the coast was clear, I opened a locked desk drawer, leaning down to grope for an object that I’d taped underneath.

After Cara had freed me from Toni’s glamour, I searched for clues to my tormentor’s identity at each location we’d visited together. The only thing I could turn up was some low-res security cam footage from the café where we’d first bumped into each other. I had a back-up buried on an old hard drive at home, and one stored on a private, high-security email account that I only accessed from a burner phone.

Of course, I saved another copy on a memory stick, which I hid at work for easy access. I could’ve used the still from the Houlderson residence, but the sunglasses might screw things up. For a quicker search, I needed a clear shot of her face.

After lots of cussing and fiddling with the video editing software the bureau supplied, I managed to grab a grainy screen capture of Toni’s face. Running it through filters did little to clear up the image. Still, it was worth a shot.

First, I ran an image search online. The interwebs held a lot more data on people than many detectives realized, and these days it was often the first place smart cops looked. My search, however, turned up nothing. Either Toni was a ghost, or the image wasn’t detailed enough to bring up a match.

Next, I tried our facial recognition software. It was new tech, something that the Doc had the eggheads in I.T. cook up. Personally, I didn’t think tech would ever replace good old-fashioned footwork. Still, I wasn’t above using the tools at hand, so I fed the program the image. Six sips of coffee later, it returned a possible ID.

I’ll be damned.

A text link popped up on screen with a name, ‘Victoria St. Pierre.’ I clicked the link, and the system brought up a government employee file, along with an image of a much younger, more butch looking Toni.

Gotcha.

No sooner did I attempt to open the file, than the operating system locked me out. When I tried logging back in, I got a ‘user privileges temporarily suspended, see system administrator for details’ message. Of course, I tried logging back in again, with the exact same results.

“Well, that’s fucking weird.”

Gibbs leaned out from behind his monitor. “Whazzat?”

I chopped my hand at the screen and crossed my arms over my chest. “Damned thing locked me out.”

“Eh, it does that sometimes. Strickland has all sorts of shit flagged. The system defaults to locking you out when you trip over something Daddy doesn’t want you to see. It’ll let you back in shortly.”

“Fucking spooks.”

“Fucking right,” Gibbs countered. “What were you looking at?”

For a moment, I considered the wisdom of getting the older agent involved. Throwing caution to the wind, I stood and crossed the room to stand behind his chair.

“Type in ‘Victoria St. Pierre’ and see what comes up.”

His thick fingers deftly worked the keys. When he hit ‘return,’ the system replied with a dissonant beep. “Huh. File not found.”

“How come you didn’t get locked out?”

“I dunno. Maybe because I’m not a first-year agent with a shit security clearance. Anyway, who’s this Victoria chick?”

“Aw, nobody. Just a wild hair I had about one of the Scooby files Strickland stuck me with.”

About that time, Cole stuck his head around the corner from the hall. “If you girls are done shopping for make-up together, grab your shit. We got a call.”

“Hah!” Gibbs replied, gesturing back and forth between him and Cole. “You mean you and I have a call. Mendoza here is in the shithouse with the boss again, so he’s stuck on desk work for the foreseeable future.”

“Damn, Mendoza,” Cole said with a shake of his head. “It never ends with you, does it?”

“It’s all part of the dynamic the boss and I have. I get shit done, and he has to chew my ass and pretend I fucked up, so I don’t make you office jockeys look bad.”

Gibbs guffawed as he tucked his duty weapon in his belt. “Can you believe this clown? Six months on the job, and he thinks he’s Dr. Van fucking Helsing.”

“Um, I don’t think ‘Van’ was his first name.”

“It’s not?” Gibbs asked, perplexed.

“Naw, it’s a surname prefix meaning ‘of’ or ‘from’,” Cole replied.

The lines in the senior agent’s brow deepened. “So Van Wilder was from a town called Wilder?”

I scratched my nose. “Uh-uh. I think that actually was his first name.”

Gibbs scowled. “The fuck is this world coming to when you can’t even tell whether someone’s first name is their last name or not?”

“It’s always been that way,” Cole countered. “You’re just old as fuck, so everything pisses you off.”

The senior agent shrugged. “Can’t deny that. Wait until you two are my age. After your prostate is shot and years of sitting on stakeouts has given you hemorrhoids the size of walnuts, you’ll have a permanent case of the ass, too.”

Cole’s expression soured as he shook his head. “Man, Gibbs, that is more information than I ever needed about what’s going on inside your drawers. You wanna give me a stool and urine sample, too?”

Gibbs chuckled as he slipped his sports coat on. “Have fun holding down the office. I’ll be thinking about you while I’m taking the long way back after lunch.”

“I hope it’s another mephithrope,” I hollered after the duo as they exited the room. “And you both get sprayed.”

Once they were gone, I stared at Gibb’s screen for several long moments, until ‘File not found’ was seared on the back of my eyeballs. I’d just been looking at that file moments before Gibbs tried pulling it up. How the hell did the damned thing get buried so quickly?

Strickland, has to be.

Did he know I was looking into Victoria St. Pierre? And if so, what was so special about her that would make him place her file off limits? Suddenly, I had the sinking feeling I’d gotten myself mixed up in something I had no business dicking with.

On returning to my desk, I glared sidelong at the stack of Scooby files the director had assigned me. Leaning back in my chair with my arm draped over my eyes, I exhaled, long and slow. I did not want to be in the office just then, for so many reasons.

Fuck it, this shit can wait. Time to find Melvin.
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Our resident gulothrope had been unofficially assigned to the IT department when he wasn’t backing me up in the field. I’d rather have had him training for field work, but Strickland didn’t care to waste the resources. To him, Melvin was expendable, and a borderline liability. If he died on the job, they’d cover it up and use his body for research.

The director was a dick like that.

Me, I saw things differently. For one, Melvin was an okay guy. Besides that, he could shift into a hulking buzzsaw made of fur, claws, and teeth that would rip through most low-level SNEs. For pure destructive talent, the guy could not be beat.

That said, he’d been an accountant before he was infected with the ‘thrope vyrus. Cut out for field work, he was not, but he’d turned out to be a whiz at forensic accounting. The man had a knack for spotting discrepancies in financial documents and records like no one I’d ever seen. Thus, the director had him mapping out any and every money trail that might lead us to major players in The World Beneath.

Thankfully, that made Melvin easy to find within the labyrinthine corridors of The Facility. I’d been here for six months, and I hadn’t seen but a fraction of the place. Much of it was still off limits to me, which made it a bitch to find other agents sometimes—especially when they had access to areas I didn’t.

I.T. was one department that everyone had access to, it being right down the hall from the bullpen. It was a dark room where a bunch of eggheads sat around with headphones on, writing code, keeping hackers out of our systems, and making sure that our ancient search database played nice with the latest version of Windows.

Melvin could’ve had a desk in the bullpen, but I think he preferred being in the Batcave with his own people. I couldn’t blame him—it was quiet in here, if not cold as fuck. Not that the cold bothered him, considering his metabolism. The guy could probably sit on an ice block in his undies all day and never catch a chill.

When I walked in, I purposely broke the silence by speaking in a loud tone. “Yo, Melvin—gather your shit, we’re going into the field.”

A few heads popped up around the room, but the rest of the techs ignored me. They didn’t like us agents, for the most part. I guess we represented the ‘jocks’ side of that whole ‘jocks vs. nerds’ dynamic.

Little did they realize, most of the agents who worked here had above average IQs. A knack for independent problem-solving was one of the primary traits that got a soldier through the training I’d endured to earn my beret. Like I told Raine, you had to be smart to get selected for special operations.

That, and you had to embrace the suck, no matter how shitty things got. Stoicism was a point of pride for most guys who made it through SFQC. Both traits were skills that had proven useful at CERBERUS.

“Agent Mendoza, do I have to?” Melvin whined as I rounded the corner to the desk he’d claimed.

It was just another workstation in a sea of the same, but the werewolverine had already made it his own. A Funko Wolverine bobblehead sat on the desk, along with an array of hand-painted lead figurines, of the kind that were used in tabletop role-playing games. A fisherman’s hat hung from a hook on the wall of the partition, adorned with a few hand-tied flies. Melvin had hobbies, I’d give him that.

“Nice bobblehead. Where’d you get it?”

“One of the guys gave it to me,” he said, averting his gaze as he fiddled with the toy. “I guess they think it’s cool that I can… um, you know.”

“They aren’t supposed to know you can ‘um, you know’,” I said at a volume slightly louder than my indoor voice. A glance around the room revealed more than a few heads ducking behind their monitors. I lowered my voice to a whisper as I addressed Melvin alone. “You didn’t tell them anything, did you?”

“What? No, of course not. I’d rather they didn’t know, but this is the I.T. department, after all. Whether you like it or not, most of them know everything.”

Which was why they all had top secret security clearances. Each of them had been vetted to ensure they had no evidence of financial improprieties or personal vices before they were hired. It was pretty much standard procedure when hiring for any government spook farm—doubly so for CERBERUS.

Anyway, most of them feared Strickland so much they’d never dream of jeopardizing sensitive information to an outsider. Rumors abounded regarding the director, most of them started by Gibbs, Smitty, and Cole. One said he was a vampire; another, that he had been cursed by a voudon priestess, giving him the ability to cast le mauvais œil—the evil eye. That they believed it was some pretty funny shit.

Yet, that didn’t mean our support staff weren’t vulnerable to being glamoured or bewitched, as I had been. Supposedly the Doc was working on tech that would protect us from threats of that nature.

Me? I wasn’t holding my breath. We were woefully understaffed and outgunned when it came to the supernatural side of things. That was why I thought getting Melvin on our side had been such a lucky break for my team.

I turned my attention fully on my subordinate. “Regardless, this isn’t really your assignment. You work for me, remember? And when I say jump, you jump.”

Melvin’s lip curled in a snarl, and his eyes turned glossy black as he snapped a reply. “And what if I don’t want to?”

I leaned against the partition wall, arms crossed, as I answered. “Then you end up a test subject in Captain Perez’s lab. Do you want that? Cuz’ I sure don’t.”

The gulothrope averted his gaze as his snarl became a whine. “No. I just wish I could work down here and be left alone is all. I don’t like going out in the field with you, Agent Mendoza.”

“Why not?”

When his eyes met mine again, his irises had returned to their normal shade of shit brown, and his sclera had returned to white once more. “Because it always ends in violence, and I am not a violent man.”

“Yeah, but you’re good at it,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “That makes you more valuable to the bureau as that guy than you are as this guy. So, grab your shit and let’s go.”

I took the back way to Buda, through Spring Branch and Wimberley. IH-35 was faster, but not as scenic, and like I said, I did not want to be in the office today. When we arrived at the Houlderson’s place, it was still marked off with yellow crime scene tape. I parked right out in front, then I dug through the glove box for a pair of suitable cover IDs.

“This ought to do. Here,” I said, handing Melvin a clip-on ID badge.

“‘Texas Commission on Environmental Quality’? I don’t know the first thing about environmental conservation.”

“Neither do I, but it’s a good cover. Just enough clout to intimidate the local yokels, but not enough to draw any real heat should they get suspicious. Now, clip that on. If anyone shows up and asks you why you’re here, tell them they’ll have to speak to your supervisor.”

“That would be you, I presume?”

“No, it would be the person who answers the phone number on the business card I’ll give them. That’ll ring at CERBERUS, where someone will verify our identities and talk them in circles until they get bored and decide they’d rather be doing real work than giving us shit.”

“How very cloak and dagger,” Melvin grumbled. “I wish I still worked at a job where I just kept my head down and told the truth. What are we here for, anyway?”

“I lost something. It smells like me, and you’re going to help me find it.”

“Ah. Would that be why Agent Cole had to escort you into The Facility today?”

“Damn, Melvin, you eggheads really do know everything.” I smiled, making sure it didn’t reach my eyes. “Tell Strickland and I’ll turn you over to Perez.”

Melvin gulped audibly. “Mum’s the word.”

“Good. Now, let’s find my ID badge so we can grab some lunch on the way back. I’ve been craving smoked brisket, and I’m flipping starving.”


CHAPTER
SEVEN




We entered through the back door, slipping under the crime scene tape. When Melvin walked into the kitchen, his expression instantly soured. Gagging and retching, he covered his mouth and nose with his forearm.

“What the heck happened here?” he asked as he surveyed the carnage.

“Yeah, I might’ve blown up a family of cannibals on the premises. In my defense, the mom was trying to eat me at the time.”

“How’d you deal with her?”

“I impaled her head on a Christmas ornament.”

He frowned. “Come again?”

“It was big and sharp, and I shoved it way in there. Like, deep.”

“That’s what she said,” Melvin muttered.

“Mel, my man, did you just make a Michael Scott joke? I had no idea you were a fan.”

“Hey, I watch TV,” he replied in a sullen voice as I stifled a laugh. Only with Melvin would that personal factoid be in question. “But getting back to why we’re here… you know the smell of clotted blood and burned flesh is going to get in the way of me finding your badge, right?”

“Follow me. Most of the action happened downstairs—before the gas leak incident.”

“Ah.” He gingerly stepped over a dried pool of blood, disturbing a swarm of flies as he did so. “Ugh, I’m going to vomit.”

“Says the guy who now eats zombies for a living. C’mon, it’s this way.” I led him downstairs, still marveling that a house in Central Texas had a basement. “I started tussling with the broad over there, by the laundry room. That’s as good a place as any to start.”

“Did you really just refer to a member of the opposite sex as a ‘broad’? Are you trying to earn your hardboiled detective achievement badge, or what?”

“Maybe. Check under those shelves. I think I fell into them at one point.”

The gulothrope took stock of the wreckage, which had obviously been caused by something other than the explosion upstairs. “What exactly were you fighting here?”

“Wendigo-cursed humans. Essentially Level 2 SNEs, but the one I tussled with was especially strong.” I gave him the side-eye as I looked under another set of storage shelves. “I thought you geeks in I.T. knew everything. You didn’t read the report?”

“Nope,” the ‘thrope replied, pausing as he sniffed the air. He raised his index finger. “Hang on, think I got something.”

The guy kept sniffing, following his nose as it led him to a darkened corner of the basement. He dropped to all fours, reaching under an antique credenza that looked as if someone had started to restore it, then abandoned it mid-project.

“Hah! Got it.”

As I craned my neck to look in his direction, my eyes were drawn not to him, but to the dark figure crouching atop the console. The thing was slight in build, with glowing red eyes and pointy teeth that gleamed in the shadows. Sharp, pearly-white canines, that is—of the kind that now haunted my dreams.

“Down!” I screamed, drawing my sidearm and firing at the figure in a single, smooth motion.

The gunshot was deafening in the enclosed space, something they never seemed to mention in the movies. Try shooting even a small-caliber firearm inside a car with the windows up, see how that goes for your hearing. The basement had enough objects and furniture to deaden the reverb somewhat, but it was still piercing to my sensitive ears.

Muzzle flash was another pesky result of shooting a firearm, most specifically in low light conditions. I was blinded for a split-second, and when I blinked away the spots the figure had vanished. I searched the dark, pulling out my tactical flashlight to help, even though I really didn’t need it.

Meanwhile, Melvin remained curled up in a ball on the floor, clutching my ID to his chest. “Holy cheeseballs, holy cheeseballs, holy cheeseballs!”

I ignored him as I searched everywhere, clearing the relatively small space thoroughly and efficiently. My efforts turned up no sign of the dark figure I’d seen. Had I imagined it? Was my mind playing tricks on me, or was this another residual effect of Victoria’s glamour?

“It’s safe, you can get up now,” I said, even as I continued scanning all around us.

“What the heck, Agent Mendoza? I felt that bullet whiz right past my head.”

“I thought I saw something, and in this job, you can’t be too careful.”

“Yeah, but you can accidentally shoot a civilian through walls,” he replied as he stood up and brushed himself off. “Try explaining that to Director Strickland.”

“Meh, I knew my backdrop,” I said as I looked to see where the bullet struck. The round had to have ricocheted off the concrete wall behind the console, but I couldn’t find a mark one. “Shit.”

“What? Did the bullet go through?”

I scowled. “Go through a foot of concrete? I don’t think so.” Pausing, I holstered my weapon. “Did you hear that round ricochet?”

“Huh? No, but I was too busy kissing the floor to pay much attention. By the way, my ears are still ringing, so thanks for that.”

“Hazards of having superhuman senses.” It was then I realized the neighbors might’ve heard the gunshot. Considering recent events, that meant the police would likely be there soon. I snatched my badge from Melvin’s clutches. “Good work. Now, let’s get out of here before the locals show.”

“Yes, let’s.”

“And Melvin? I don’t think I need to tell you to forget I discharged my weapon.”

“You mean you don’t want anyone to know you were shooting at shadows?” He pursed his mouth crookedly, squeezing one eye shut. “Fine, but you’re buying lunch. And not fast food, either—I want some of that smoked brisket you mentioned.”

“Damn, son. If I had known you’d be this high-maintenance, I might’ve left you at the office.”
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Halfway to the BBQ joint, I got a call from Gibbs. When I saw it was him, I answered like my usual smart-ass self.

“Yo, Gibbs. You calling to tease me about how you’re eating lunch at some titty bar buffet? Don’t bother, cause Melvin and I⁠—”

“Mendoza, this isn’t a fuck-around kind of conversation.” The old detective’s voice was tense as he cut me off, so I shut up and listened. “You need to get your ass to our crime scene, pronto.”

“What’s Strickland going to say? I’m already risking his wrath by sneaking out to find my badge.”

“He’ll understand. Write down this address.”

I put him on speaker and motioned for Melvin to take it down, but I didn’t need help to remember it. “Shit, that’s right next door to Isabelle’s old place.”

“Exactly,” Gibbs replied. “And it looks like these people were tight with your friend, God rest her soul. Somehow, I doubt it’s coincidence that they were targeted.”

“Targeted? By who? Or what?”

“Eh, that remains to be determined. Just get over here ASAP. I’d rather you had eyes on this thing before we fully process the scene.”

“Headed there now.” After I ended the call, I leaned over and opened the glovebox so I could flip a switch. That activated the hidden light bar at the top of the back window and the strobes concealed within the grill. “Buckle up, ‘thrope. If we crash, I’d rather not explain why my passenger changed into a giant wolver-individual after he ejected from my vehicle.”

“‘Wolver-individual’? Why does that sound made-up?”

“Because I did make it up. ‘Wolver-man’ is sexist, apparently.”

Melvin’s brow furrowed as he fastened his seat belt. “Says who?”

“Says HR,” I replied as I concentrated on weaving in and out of traffic without killing us. “I included it in your performance report, and I almost had to attend sensitivity training because of it.”

“Sheesh. Why didn’t you just stick with ‘therianthrope’?”

“Strickland demands detail and accurate language in our reports. I got tired of using ‘gulothrope’ so I decided to get creative. Never again.”

Melvin frowned. “When did I get a performance review?”

“After the Book of the Dead incident. Why do you think you got to keep your house after that shit-show we caused?”

“Oh.”

The guy hadn’t quite come to grips with the fact that the U.S. Government basically owned him now, just as they did me. I let him stew on it, since I preferred to focus on speeding through the city.

We were in a used cop car that the bureau had purchased at auction. I lucked out, pulling it from the carpool this month. With the Hemi under the hood and the lights front and rear, by rights it should’ve gone to Gibbs. As the senior agent in the office, he always got the good shit.

The lights helped clear a path as I drove twice the speed limit on the backroads between Buda and South Austin. That didn’t mean some jackass wouldn’t miss the flashing lights and pull out in front of me while I was doing a hundred through BFE. For that reason alone, I stayed focused on the road, prepared to brake or swerve if necessary.

My crazy driving got us to Isabelle’s neighborhood in no time flat. By the time we arrived, CERBERUS agents had the street cordoned off, blocking it with unmarked cruisers, a black armored panel truck marked “DHS,” and traffic barriers.

We sometimes posed as FBI, but Homeland had more jurisdictional leeway. Meaning, it was easier to say we were those other feds. Doing so kept the locals from trying to pull some jurisdictional bullshit before we could cover up evidence of any hinky supernatural stuff.

After popping the trunk, I stepped out of the car and grabbed a DHS windbreaker from the back. Once I slipped it on, I grabbed another one and stuck my head in the window of the cruiser.

“Melvin—”

“I know, stay put and stay out of trouble.”

“Actually, no.” I tossed him the spare windbreaker. “Put this on, and sniff around to see if you sense anything unusual.”

“I don’t know, Agent Mendoza. It’s not like I have experience working active crime scenes.”

“You’ll be fine. Just act casual, like you belong. Don’t step on any evidence, don’t get in anyone’s way, and above all don’t get down on all fours and roll around on any dead bodies.”

“Ha, ha.”

“I was being serious.”

“Oh,” he replied, looking stricken.

“Don’t take it personally. You’re not the only one with strange, nearly irresistible urges. Anyway, I’m not supposed to be doing field work, so this shouldn’t take too long. Wait for me back here when you’re done.”

I headed for the crime scene without waiting for a reply. Gibbs was sticking his neck out by bringing me here, and I wanted to make it worth his time.

Right after I finished speaking with Melvin, a local news crew pulled up. Our guys were having no problem keeping the nosy neighbors from fucking up the evidence, but soon they’d have more pressing matters. As I crossed the outer perimeter, Gibbs was hustling his bulk down the front walk of a brightly painted, single story shotgun house.

The older detective waited for me at the curb. Whatever was up, it must’ve been bad for him to bother meeting me halfway. I glanced at the temporary line-of-sight barriers erected around the front entrance of the house. That meant a victim lay in plain sight, and that this was no ordinary killing.

“How’d they get here so fast?” I asked as I inclined my head at the news van.

“Fucking internet.” He gestured at the barriers, where half a dozen civilians were filming us with their phones.

“Melvin, can you⁠—?”

The ‘thrope waved me off as he typed on his phone with his thumbs. “Already on it.”

Our I.T. department would shut down any account that posted footage within thirty minutes. Every so often, it was worth the trouble. Other times, the damage had already been done by the time they did their thing. It was amazing how quickly suspicious content spread these days.

In such cases, we’d start a disinformation campaign to suppress the footage. Take that recent ‘Bigfoot’ footage that was taken from a passenger train in Colorado. Our analysis said it was some sort of Native American fae—I had no idea there was such a thing—so Strickland wanted it squashed, fast.

Before you knew it, news outlets were blaming it on the CEO of an RV manufacturer, saying he liked to dress up as a Sasquatch and roam the woods to promote his company. Within days, all the hubbub over the very clear footage had died down. Man, the shit people would believe to avoid seeing the obvious.

Gibbs began to fill me in as he led me to the body. “I’ve seen some gory shit in my time, Tony, but never something like this.”

We walked around an opening between two of the aluminum-framed privacy barriers, turning right and then left to enter the crime scene. Evidence techs in white bunny suits worked the area, taking their time as they spirited away any evidence that might prove puzzling to a standard crime lab.

Numbered yellow tent cards marked physical clues that would remain in crime scene photos that were for local consumption. That stuff would show up in the federal database, along with a report that explained the crime as something mundane but within federal jurisdiction. Homeland’s Scooby crew would drop hints to APD that the vic had been in witness protection, and that would be that.

My gaze panned across the scene systematically as I purposely avoided focusing on any single detail. Wide focus vision was a technique that I learned in the service, a way of quickly taking in the big picture on the battlefield. Now that I was in law enforcement, I found that getting the general impression of a crime scene helped me notice contextual clues.

Once I’d formed a general impression, I turned my attention to the body. It didn’t take long to see why we were here.

“Shit. I mean, fuck.”

“Yeah,” Gibbs replied.

The body lacked its head, neck, and most of one shoulder. At first, I thought it had been eaten away, then I noticed the pulped and flayed tissue that remained attached to the upper torso. Someone had beaten the victim so viciously as to completely pulverize bone and flesh both. Needless to say, the scene was a bloody mess.

“Who was he?”

Gibbs flipped a page on the pocket notebook he carried. “Eduardo Rodriguez. Next door neighbor to your friend Isabelle for almost ten years.”

I took in the scene, trying to find some pattern in the blood spatters. I could find none, as the sidewalk and grass were a gore-soaked disaster. “Were they close?”

“According to the family, yeah. Close as neighbors can be. Seems like Ed here looked after the old lady. Took it real hard when she passed, too.”

He wasn’t the only one.

“Any witnesses?”

“Wife and daughter. They’re in the van, being interviewed by Smitty. You want to meet them?”

“Nah, I can watch the footage later. What are they claiming happened?”

Gibbs shrugged. “They’d just arrived home from the store, when some homeless guy confronted Eduardo in his driveway. He got in the old man’s way, speaking incoherently. Mr. Rodriguez told him to leave, then he attempted to take his groceries inside.”

“At which point he was ambushed. Did the perp use a baseball bat, or a club, or what?”

The detective shook his head. “That’s the weird thing. The family swears the homeless guy was some sort of—what’d they say?” He flipped another page in his notebook. “‘Cuckoo’ is how they described it.”

“Not cuckoo—‘cucuy.’”

Gibbs snapped his fingers. “That’s it, that’s what they were saying. How you spell that?”

“With Google translate.”

“Smart ass.”

“And the weapon? Did you find it?”

“That’s what I was saying—there is no weapon.” Gibbs’ grim, self-satisfied smirk gave way to disgust as he continued. “This cuckoo-hee thing did that with a single, barehanded blow. Bam! Whacks that poor guy over the head from behind, and Rodriguez went splat. Fell just like that.”

I rubbed a knuckle across my right eyebrow. This shit was giving me a headache. “On second thought, I’d better speak with the family.”
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Inside the command truck, Smitty sat across from a middle-aged Latina woman and a teenage girl. Both mother and daughter possessed high cheekbones, smooth olive skin, long dark hair, and soft brown eyes that spoke to their mestiza heritage. The younger of them could’ve been the older woman’s twin, were it not for the difference in age between the two.

Both women were on the heavy side, but not unhealthily so—what my grandmother would’ve called ‘a generous figure.’ To my abuela, a full stomach was the first step toward living a contented existence. What could I say? My people love good food.

The Rodriguez women sat in utter stillness, answering Smitty’s questions with blank-faced stares. Psychological shock would do that to you.

When you witnessed the death of someone close to you, parts of your brain tended to shut down. This was denial as a defense mechanism, nature’s way of keeping you from freaking out to facilitate survival. It worked great, until you were finally forced to process your loss.

Based on the questions, it seemed I’d arrived just after the interview had begun. I sighed inwardly, as it meant I could avoid making them live through their trauma a third time this evening. Taking care not to disturb them, I leaned against the counter at the entry side of the cramped space, taking mental notes as Smitty continued his line of questioning.

The agent flipped a page in his notebook, presumably so he could refer back to previously annotated details for my sake. “Mrs. Rodriguez, you stated that you arrived home from grocery shopping at around 10:30 am, is that correct?”

“Yes,” the older woman replied after a moment’s pause.

“Was the assailant waiting for you at that time?”

“He means the cucuy, mama,” the younger woman commented.

“I’m aware, mija,” the mother said as she absently patted her daughter’s thigh. Mrs. Rodriguez turned her gaze on Agent Smith’s notebook. “No, not that I remember. He showed up after we started unloading the groceries.”

Smitty nodded. “So you began unloading groceries immediately upon your arrival. After you’d taken the first load inside, Mr. Rodriguez came out to help, is that correct?”

“Yes. That’s when the man showed up,” the daughter said.

Smitty glanced at the girl. “Did you first see the assailant when your father exited the house, or after, Elmira?”

The agent had pronounced her name like “el mirror,” causing me to wince.

“El-me-rah,” she corrected him, rolling the r. “And it was after. He snuck up on us while we were getting bags from the back.”

“Describe the assailant to me, please.”

Elmira glanced at her mother, continuing after receiving a curt nod in response. “He was tall, maybe as tall as a doorway. And big—I mean wide, like through the shoulders.”

“What was he wearing?” Smitty prodded.

“A long robe,” Elmira’s mother hissed softly, causing the younger woman to pause. “No, not a robe. A coat.”

“It was long, brown, and filthy,” Mrs. Rodriquez added. “And he had his face covered, except for his eyes.”

I perked up at that. It took all I had to resist the urge to start blurting out questions of my own.

“Shoes?” Smitty asked.

“No shoes, that I can remember,” Elmira said. “Just the coat and a pair of dirty pants.”

Racking my brain, I recalled details of my run-in with the homeless man near my apartment earlier. Vaguely, I remembered seeing the man’s bare feet as he’d fled.

“Please describe his face,” Smitty continued. “What stands out most about him?”

“He was pale,” the younger Rodriguez said. “He had evil eyes. And he stank.”

“The man reminded me of that luchador from television,” her mother interjected. “The one that was in The Princess Bribe.”

“You mean The Princess Bride, mama. Andre the Giant.”

“He was, yes,” the mother responded with a nod. “This thing was un gigante.”

“Hair color?”

“I didn’t notice any.” Elmira frowned. “No facial hair, either.”

I continued to listen while sorting my thoughts. The perp they described was a dead ringer for the guy who’d accosted me earlier. When they got to the assault, I tuned in once more.

Smitty tapped his pen on his notepad. “Did he say anything to your father before he attacked?”

“He growled,” Elmira replied. “We couldn’t understand him.”

Mrs. Rodriguez shook her head. “No, he was mumbling something, but in a language I couldn’t understand.”

“Then what happened?” Smitty asked.

The women shared a glance, but it was Elmira who spoke first, her voice cracking as she answered. “He killed Daddy with just one punch. Then, the cucuy disappeared.”


CHAPTER
EIGHT




Smitty and I remained inside the van, long after the Rodriguez women had been carted off to speak with our ‘trauma counselors.’ Those so-called counselors were actually specially trained shrinks who would hypnotize the women and dose them with experimental medications. The combination would cause the women to get fuzzy on the details of the attack.

After their minds were good and pliable, then the witnesses would be placed into a much deeper hypnosis. While in a hypnotic state, our shrinks would embed a false narrative into each woman’s subconscious. That alternate account would eventually take hold and supplant whatever they’d actually seen.

I thought it was nefarious, to steal someone’s memories and fuck with their mind like that. But in this case, I considered it to be a mercy.

Smitty frowned deeply as he shook his head. “Fuck, Mendoza. I do not like this case, not one bit.”

He wasn’t the only one, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

“What don’t you like about it?”

The former Tier One operator threw his hands in the air. “Because none of it makes sense. The way this thing showed up, the lack of pre-violence indicators, the attack, how he chose the victim—nothing.”

“I don’t know. Sounds like random SNE on human violence to me.”

“Yeah, but what kind of entity? We ain’t got nothing in the books that matches this thing. Trust me, I checked.”

I shrugged. “Could be fae, some type of giant species, maybe.”

“Yeah, but they’re cannibals. Giants, ogres, trolls, once they get a taste for long pig, they can’t stop. The perp would’ve taken the body if that were so.”

“Okay, so what about those—what do you call it? Bigfoot things.”

“You mean bugganes? Naw, that came up in the database search as a possible match, but one hasn’t been seen in these parts in centuries.”

“Meh, the eggheads’ll figure it out.”

Agent Smith’s burnished brow furrowed. “Sure, after a fuck-load of civilians end up dead. I know you’re tight with her, but you think Doc Perez and the white coats that work for her care about people like the Rodriguez family?”

“First off, I don’t think anyone’s close to Captain Perez,” I said, shaking my head. “And second, they have a job to do, just like us. The difference is, they have the luxury of maintaining some distance from the stuff we see. They might see a corpse, but seeing it on a mortician’s slab lacks the immediacy of what I walked up on earlier.”

“So? It’s still a person.”

“C’mon, Smitty. You’ve dealt with this before. When you were in the service, did you think that all those REMFs stationed outside the hot zones could ever understand what we went through on the front lines? Only a door kicker knows what a door kicker sees. Doesn’t mean the soldiers sitting pretty back in the green zones don’t take their jobs seriously.”

Smitty frowned. “Hmph. You’re just a font of motherfucking wisdom today, Mendoza.”

“I try.”

“Okay, smart-ass, lemme ask you this. You knew this guy, right?”

“Not really, no. He was next door neighbors with a woman I knew growing up.”

“Right. Same one who got killed by that asanbosam a while back.”

I rolled my finger in circles while glancing out the window of the command vehicle. “Get to the point, Agent Smith.”

“‘Get to the point.’ Motherfucker, you know what Ima ‘bout to say. It’s a fine coincidence that a couple of folks who are connected to you, living right next door to each other, get killed by SNEs within six months time.”

Gibbs had said the same thing earlier, and frankly, I agreed with him. Yet, it was too early to know for certain. The last thing I wanted was for the whole office to think I was being targeted by a random SNE. It was bad enough being the weirdo who volunteered to be a lab rat for CERBERUS, without also being the bureau’s resident shit magnet.

Besides that, Smitty had rubbed me the wrong way. Isabelle’s death was a significant sore spot for me, and everyone knew it. The fact that he brought it up told me he was trying to get me riled. I had no idea what his deal was, but I wasn’t in the mood.

“What’re you saying, Smitty? That I’m responsible for Mr. Rodriguez’ death, too?”

“I’m sayin’ you got things going on that nobody knows about. Spooky shit follows you like kids chasing an ice cream truck. ‘Cept the treats they’re after got lives and family and people who’ll grieve for ‘em when they’re gone.”

“There’s nothing chasing me. We killed that asanbosam, remember? The two deaths are just a coincidence, nothing more.”

He chuckled, short and curt. “Now you’re starting to sound like Strickland.”

“Now you’re starting to sound like an asshole. You want to tell me what’s eating you?”

Smitty kicked back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “Mendoza, you’ve been taking out SNEs and closing cases at a breakneck pace since you got dosed. During that time, you’ve survived shit that would’ve killed anyone else—anyone human, that is. Don’t you think that makes you a target to them?”

“And if it does?”

The muscular agent sat up in his chair as he stabbed at me with his index finger. “Then it makes you a liability to your team and anyone who partners with you.”

I released a put-upon sigh. “The job’s dangerous. Everybody who signs up with CERBERUS knows what they’re getting into.”

“Yeah, but we’re all not gawt-damned super soldiers. If one of us gets fried by an ifrit, or shredded by an asanbosam, or partially disintegrated by an ancient curse, we ain’t bouncing back from that shit. You feel me?”

He had a point. It’s just that I didn’t care to entertain it right now. “For the last time, this was just a random killing, Smitty. Nothing more.”

“Pfft. Nothing happens in a vacuum in their world. If I’ve learned one thing, it’s that there ain’t no coincidences when it comes to supes killing humans.”

“As little as we know about them, I think it’s best that we don’t give them more credit than they’re due.”

Smitty leaned forward, elbows on his knees, frowning deeply. “All I’m sayin’ is, if you got stuff going on that’s off the books, don’t let that shit put your fellow agents in danger. Alright?”

“Point taken.” I glanced at my watch. It was almost lunchtime, and I owed Melvin a meal. “Let me know if the lab geeks find anything, alright?”

“Yeah, sure. Meanwhile, you think on what I said.”
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As promised, on the way back to the office I took Melvin for barbecue at Rudy’s in Kyle. Rudy’s was, in my opinion, the best of the central Texas barbecue chains. If I wanted really good barbecue, I’d go to the Old Smokehouse on Fredericksburg Road, but Melvin didn’t merit the five-star treatment.

When we got back to the office, I had a sticky note on my desktop monitor:

See Strickland, ASAP.

It’s not like I didn’t know it was coming. First, I’d disobeyed orders by muscling in on the missing persons case, then I went out in the field when I was supposed to be on desk duty. I subsequently blew up a two-story home in a middle-class suburban neighborhood, and someone who was at least tangentially connected to me had been murdered by an as yet unknown SNE.

All in all, this was looking to be a prototypical director-up-my-ass week.

When I reached his office, the door was closed but ajar by a few inches. The sound of shuffling papers and the smell of cigarette smoke told me he was at his desk, as always, so I knocked on the doorframe. True to form, it took the man a full minute to respond.

“Enter,” he said in a detached, business-like tone.

I walked into the office, which was decorated like a monk’s mausoleum. Eggshell blue paint on the walls, speckled vinyl-composition floor tiles that had turned pale, piss-yellow over the years, and gray metal office furniture that looked like military surplus. Besides a single expansive bulletin board behind his desk that was covered border to border in notes, pictures, random documents, maps, scraps of paper, and other printed matter, the room was bare of decoration.

His ugly but large metal desk was stacked with old-school manilla folders containing hard-copy case files and who knew what else. Every single file in plain sight was marked ‘ABOVE TOP SECRET’ or ‘EYES ONLY’ or some other bullshit that meant it was above my pay grade. Harsh fluorescent light shone from a single, uncovered fixture overhead, and it played hell with my slightly enhanced vision.

Strickland sat behind his desk, unaffected by the searing artificial light as he pored over a military-style report printed in faded ink on yellowed onionskin paper. He wore his usual attire, dark 50s-style aviator sunglasses, white button-down and black skinny necktie, with his sleeves rolled halfway up his spare, pale forearms. The man’s ever-present black suit coat and matching pork pie hat both hung on the metal coat rack just inside the entry.

A few 5×8 photos were laid out opposite of the report. Of which, the topmost appeared to be an image of an eye through a ship’s porthole. Except it wasn’t the entire eye, but only the iris and pupil, with a sliver of bloodshot white showing inside the right edge of the window.

The eye was not human, not by any stretch, and it wasn’t just the size that gave that away. Nor did it belong to any of the larger creatures that inhabited the sea. Not a blue whale, nor a giant squid, nor a great white shark, as it resembled none of those species.

For one, the pupil glowed red. Second, the notched iridescent iris sparkled like it had been made of all the earth’s precious stones, sliced and compressed into a dazzling, otherworldly, kaleidoscopic pattern.

Most notably, I saw an intelligence behind that eye, a knowing of matters beyond anything mere mortals could imagine. More than that, the look of the thing was just pure evil, like hate personified. I’d never seen anything as malevolent in all my life, not even when my team had taken out that raging, murderous giant in Kandahar.

As I took in the scenery, I stood at a loose parade rest slightly in front of the desk, despite the two spartan gray office chairs which sat behind me. You did not make yourself at home in Strickland’s office, and that was a fact. Meanwhile, the man continued reviewing his classified documents.

When the director noticed me noticing, he pushed the accompanying photos into a pile, shuffled the reports into a neat stack, and closed the folder. Strickland lit a cigarette before leaning back in his regulation, government-issued office chair, crossing an ankle over his knee and resting his other arm on the armrest. After sucking a lungful of carcinogens through his too-thin lips and lean, sunken cheeks, he blew smoke out his nose and said not a damned thing.

“You wanted to see me, Director?”

He took another long drag from the cigarette, exhaling enough smoke to fill most of the small office. He flicked ash into a nearby metal tray, then he gestured at me with the same hand.

“Good work on the wendigo case. If you hadn’t taken initiative, we’d likely have lost another half-dozen victims before they slipped up enough for the new agents to catch a lead. I’m putting you in for a commendation.”

I cocked my head sideways slightly, taking a moment to modulate my response before answering. “I’m not quite sure I understand. You’re not going to reprimand me for disobeying orders?”

He chewed a fleck of tobacco with his incisors, then he took a sip of black coffee from a cup gone long cold before responding. “If I’d wanted a faithful lapdog, I’d have hired two-dozen more of those fatuous, Ivy-league educated children who now haunt our halls. Then I’d have given the serum to the lot of them and seen who survived.”

Strickland was obviously in a rare mood, which prompted me again to consider my response before opening my pie hole. “All congressional scrutiny and cover-up considerations aside, do you honestly think any of them would make it?”

“You know the answer to that.” He took a drag, causing the cigarette to burn down until a long curl of ash drooped from the end. “But that serum was never meant for show ponies. The intent was to create a weapon, one who could think and act independently in the field, taking the fight to the enemy.”

“And?”

“And you’ve proven to be a bankable choice. If I reprimanded you every time you chose to listen to your intuition instead of your orders, you’d become nothing but an automaton. Just a weapon to be pointed and fired. Expensive cannon fodder. I need better than that, Agent Mendoza. That’s why I’m putting you back in the field.”

“Hot damn. If I’d known that, I’d have fucked up more often.”

“Don’t push it. Now, I want your team to take the lead on the Rodriguez murder. Find out what killed the man, why, and if the thing will strike again.”

I pursed my lips and mulled over cutting my losses and making myself scarce. Curiosity won over self-preservation, so I opened my stupid flytrap to address the elephant in the room.

“Gibbs and Smith both think the Rodriguez murder is somehow related to that of Isabelle Castro.”

The director’s tone was flat as he answered. “Besides the fact that they were neighbors for almost a decade, do we have any proof of that?”

“No, none that I’m aware of.”

“Then proceed as if the two cases bear no connection to one another. I’m not going to tell you how to conduct this investigation, but you have resources at your disposal. Use them wisely. Dismissed.”

He immediately returned to reviewing the file he’d been reading earlier. I, of course, made a beeline for the door. Just as I reached the hall, Strickland’s Rod Serling voice stopped me in my tracks.

“Oh, and Mendoza?”

“Yes?” I said over my shoulder.

“The next time you misplace your badge, I’m docking your pay.”
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Strolling down the drab gray halls of the Facility, I thought about Strickland’s casual demeanor, and especially, his display of lenience. That was way out of character for him—completely incongruous with how he’d reacted to my past fuck-ups. Hell, it almost felt like a pat on the back from my old baseball coach.

I couldn’t help but think it had something to do with the info I’d tried to dig up on Victoria St. Pierre. Was Strickland trying to keep me busy and distracted, so I didn’t have time to pull on that loose string?

Maybe, maybe not. What I did know was that I wouldn’t give up that easily.

Obviously, Victoria was a threat that had to be eliminated—if I could locate her. At least now I had a name, so that was something. It was more than I had a few days ago.

In light of everything—the haunting visions, the nightmares, my run-in with Mrs. Houlderson, and the Rodriguez murder—I was seriously jumping out of my skin. Thankfully, I had an appointment with Tonyo in about an hour. I decided I’d get my team chasing leads while I worked off some aggression.

As for Raine, I sent her to the Rodriguez crime scene to see if she could pick up anything of interest. I had little idea how her abilities worked, only that she saw things other agents couldn’t. Hopefully, she’d rustle up something useful.

Melvin got stuck looking for background info on Isabelle and the Rodriguez family. I had him searching their personal and financial records, as well as the histories of their properties. There was always the odd chance a previous owner had been working hoodoo on the premises—or one of the current occupants.

Brujeria was a lot more common in Mexican American culture than most people realized. If someone in the Rodriguez family was a practitioner, or if Mr. Rodriguez had been cursed, it might explain his murder. In this business, you couldn’t afford to rule anything out.

Next, I contacted the morgue—we had one on premises—to see when the Rodriguez autopsy would be complete. The report wouldn’t be ready until late this afternoon, so I told them I’d swing by for a closer look at the corpse and a hard copy of their findings. I probably wouldn’t understand half of it, but Doc Perez would help me sort it out.

Once that business was taken care of, I headed to the locker room to change, and I went out for my daily run. Saving something in the tank for my lesson later was a priority, so I only ran four miles before heading to the training room.

When I got there, the old man was nowhere to be found. Instead, the place was full of fresh recruits. The lot of them were working the bags, practicing combatives, and sparring under the watchful eye of a former FBI DTAC trainer by the name of Simmons. I didn’t know him personally—he was another recruit—but he was said to be a solid guy.

I recognized much of the material they were being taught. It looked to be a combination of Modern Army Combatives, Krav Maga, and law enforcement arrest and control techniques. Thus, they were essentially being taught mixed martial arts, escapes from holds and grabs, some gun and knife disarms, and how to pin and cuff a perp.

All that stuff was useful against human assailants, but it would be worthless when they were confronted with a Level 2 SNE or higher. They’d have been better off in the shoot house training CQB and learning how to clear spaces occupied by supernatural hostiles. Yet, CERBERUS in its infinite wisdom had decided to bring the rookies down here to waste their time on conventional hand-to-hand combat techniques.

Pathetic.

They weren’t my responsibility, and thus far, not my problem either, so I kept my mouth shut and began my warm-up. I started with light rattan sticks, working the basics then progressing to carrenza, or free-form practice. After that I grabbed some heavy sticks, working broader movements to increase my range of motion and joint strength.

By the time I pulled my blades out of my bag, their instructor had left, but most of the recruits remained. Moreover, I had attracted an audience. Finch stood apart from the others, observing my pre-class warm-up with interest. The others were less reserved, especially two Chads and a tall female, who were chuckling and speaking amongst themselves in hushed tones.

One was tall and athletic, with dirty blonde hair cut to regulation standards, your typical high school quarterback type. The other, shorter Chad sported a bar muscles build, the kind that said, ‘body built by Club Equinox.’ Good genes had graced him with the swarthy look of an east coast Sicilian—warm olive skin, curly dark hair, a cleft chin, and permanent daybreak stubble.

Their female companion was a tall-ish brunette, maybe 5’9” at best, your typical Pilates body type. Her pretty, Midwest beauty queen face was nearly flawless, save for a too-short, upturned nose that somehow suited her demeanor. Everything about her screamed high school mean queen, from her haughty expression to her perfectly plucked eyebrows, to her spotless trainers and $200 leggings.

My dislike for the trio was immediate, and admittedly, mostly based on a childhood spent living on the literal wrong side of the tracks. On making my assessment, I decided to ignore them. Not my clowns, not my circus.

After about twenty minutes, I’d worked through single knife, single sword, and sword and knife. As soon as I started practicing double sword, the blonde Chad spoke up.

“Hey, old-timer. What’s with all the drill team bullshit?”

If he hadn’t called me an old-timer, I might have ignored him. Even before the serum, I’d been happily enjoying being in the prime of my life. Being called ‘old’ was just a low blow.

I finished the set I’d been performing, then I moved both blades to one hand, laying the back edge across the crook of my arm as I turned to address him. It was poor form to speak to someone with blades held at the ready; in some parts of the world such disrespect could instigate a duel. Besides, without sheathing the twin espadas I held, this was the safest way to carry them.

I side-eyed the loudmouth, then I turned to take in his companions with a sweeping glance. “Before I answer, let me ask you a question. Do you know what you’ll be facing out there?”

The recruit smirked. “Of course I do. We’ve all been studying the manuals, looking at case files, and attending Captain Perez’ lectures.”

Until this moment, I had no idea the Doc was teaching these greenhorns. It was a good idea, really, as she knew more about SNE anatomy, physiology, and behaviors than almost anyone at CERBERUS. Yet, I wondered how much she’d actually revealed to these recruits.

“Hmph. Okay, show of hands… how many of you have seen one, up close?” I scanned the group. All had their hands raised—a brush with the supernatural was a prerequisite for selection—but I doubted any of them had seen the elephant. I pointed at a recruit at random. “You, what’s your experience with SNEs?”

“We had a poltergeist at my grandma’s farm,” the short, spare ginger said. “It made a mess of our house, multiple times. We had to have the place exorcised, twice.”

“Hmm, a poltergeist.” I scratched the side of my nose. “Frightening for the uninitiated, but not terribly dangerous. Anyone who’s had a brush with a phantasm, spirit, or haunt can put their hands down.”

Finch was the only recruit who still had her hand up, so I pointed to her next. “What’s your experience?”

“I saw one of the fae.”

I nodded approvingly. “What kind?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure—we haven’t covered the fae in our training yet. It was short and muscular, and it wore a red stocking cap. We were on a hike, and I just happened to glance off trail. I caught a glimpse, just before it disappeared into a tiny cleft in a cliff face.”

“Ah,” I said. “You saw a red cap. Be thankful that it didn’t see you, or we wouldn’t be speaking to each other right now.”

Guido Chad groaned. “What’s the big deal with fighting a magic midget?”

At that, Finch immediately bristled. “Sheesh, Rizzuto. Insensitive much?”

Rizzuto rolled his eyes as he spread his hands placatingly. “I’m sorry. A magic little person.”

I inclined my head as if I were considering Rizzuto’s inane comments. “For one, they’re quick and easily stronger than a grown man. Plus, they tend to run in packs, and they like knives, the longer, the better. Imagine being attacked by a half-dozen, three-foot-tall, butcher-knife-wielding gymnasts who can run the forty in three seconds and bench press a grand piano.”

“Sounds like a nightmare,” Agent Finch replied.

“Sounds like the perfect time to bring a gun to a knife fight,” blonde Chad interjected.

Several of the recruits chuckled, others nodded, but a few remained stoic—Finch among them. I made note of their faces because clearly, they had potential. As for the rest?

Obviously, this blonde dickhead and his toadies had emerged as leaders among the newbs, if not by selection, by sheer force of personality. That was going to be a problem. Rizzuto and his blonde pal were stupid. Eventually, their influence would get someone killed.

Time to squash this nonsense.

Thirty-five feet of space separated me and the blonde kid. Exploding from stillness to action, I closed the distance, transferring one of the blades to my right hand as I moved. One second I’d been on the other side of the room, the next I held both blades crossed at the recruit’s neck.

A collective gasp rose from the newbs. As for Blondie, if his wide-eyed expression were any indication, he might need a change of pants.

“What’s your name, agent?”

He gulped audibly before speaking. “Agent Taylor, uh, sir.”

“Taylor, what’s your best time on the Bill Drill?”

“Three seconds, sir.”

I gave a grudging nod. “Respectable. Draw time?”

“Around one-and-a-half seconds from concealment to getting a round on target.”

“Again, decent. I assume you’ve done the Tueller Drill?” He nodded. “So you’re aware that the average human being can sprint twenty-one feet, from a standstill, in the time it takes you to draw and fire.”

“Yes,” he said, glancing down at the crossed blades kissing his neck.

“Obviously, I’m not average,” I hissed, leaning in over the blades. “But I’m not as fast as your typical humanoid fae, either. And compared to a mature thrope or even a young vamp, I’m a tortoise.”

“Well, that’s fucking frightening,” the tall brunette whispered.

I quickly stepped away, flourishing the blades before returning them to rest across my left forearm. “You don’t know the half of it, Agent…”

“Dubrovnik,” she replied, flashing a coy smile.

I wasn’t falling for it. I swept my gaze across the room, making eye contact with every single recruit in turn.

“Listen, and listen well. I’ve had more close contact with SNEs than any other agent in the history of CERBERUS. I can also humbly state that I’m the most physically capable agent the bureau has ever seen.”

“Bullshit,” Rizzuto whispered.

“That’s not based on my opinion, Rizutto, but Captain Perez’ assessment. If you want confirmation, ask her.” I looked across the room again, pausing momentarily to make eye contact with Agent Finch. “I’ve nearly died three times while executing my duties as a CERBERUS agent. If you want to survive your first year here at the bureau, I strongly suggest that you leave your preconceptions at the door. Everything you’ve learned until now, including all your tactics and training, has done little to prepare you for facing the supernatural.”

Finch spoke up. “If that’s the case, Agent Mendoza, then how do we prepare for the job?”

“Pray that you’re assigned to a seasoned T.O. and listen to everything they tell you. Watch their every move and do exactly what they say in the field. Study the S.O.P.s from cover to cover, especially the bestiary binders. Ask questions. And don’t be a hero. If you’re lucky, you’ll live long enough to make it past your probationary period. That’s all I have to say on the matter.”

Finch nodded, then she gathered her things and headed for the locker room. The others followed suit, some leaving with concerned expressions, others looking dazed. I watched as they milled about, until someone spoke up behind me.

“Nice pep talk. You should become mo-tee-bay-shun-al speaker.”

As I glanced over my shoulder, Tonyo emerged from the shadows in the back corner of the gym. “You saw all that?”

“Yes. You are right to scare ‘dem, Mendoza. Hopefully, some of ‘dem will listen.”

I watched the last few recruits trailing out of the training room. “Let’s hope they do, for their sakes.”


CHAPTER
NINE




A long training session with Tonyo ended close to quitting time. The old man worked me over good, first with rattan stick sparring, then with live blade work. We’d recently progressed to controlled sparring with sharp blades, as the old sword master felt it was the only way to learn the proper reflexes to survive a real steel confrontation.

The old man was wily as all hell, so I always came away with a few nicks. No matter how hard I pushed the pace, he always kept up with minimal effort, rewarding me with small cuts when I lost focus or my defense failed. For my part, I’d yet to return the favor, and it wasn’t for lack of trying.

A shower, a post-workout shake, and a car ride later, and I was headed up the stairs to my third-floor apartment. The old wrought iron stairway creaked and shuddered with my every plodding step. When I was halfway up the bottom flight, my landlady exited the first-floor kitchen entrance.

“Sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Peters,” I said, pausing on the step. “I suppose there’s no sneaking past you on these creaky things.”

“That’s the point,” she replied. “Just don’t stay out too late, and it won’t be a bother.”

“I’ll try, but⁠—”

“Yes, I know. The work requires odd hours.” Her hawklike gaze softened as she flashed me a knowing, commiserate smile. “Come down here for a second, I could use your help. And I told you, my name is Marlena.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Ms. Marlena Peters headed back inside, leaving me no option but to follow. The woman moved with a light step and a ballerina’s composure, which I attributed to her daily yoga practice and the dance classes she attended thrice weekly. There wasn’t an inch of fat on her, and while her cream-colored skin showed more than laugh lines and crow’s feet, she looked a good ten years younger than her professed 68 years.

She dressed her age, however, favoring cardigans and comfy slacks and very sensible shoes. That was likely the result of her many years spent in service to The Company. In the world of spycraft, it was never a good idea to stick out. I’d never asked her about her career, and she’d never offered, but Strickland had mentioned it once in passing.

The gist of the situation was, CERBERUS found me a landlady who wouldn’t ask too many questions, and who’d keep an eye on things when I wasn’t around. I never asked how the two knew each other, but I assumed they’d worked together in the distant past. It wasn’t lost on me that my landlady was probably keeping an eye on me for Strickland as well.

When I walked through the door, Marlena stood on the other side of her kitchen island, leaning with both hands on the edge to face me. Before her sat two full trays of chocolate chip cookies, one batch fat and gooey, the other thin and crispy.

She gestured at the trays, like a game show hostess displaying the grand prize package. “Try one and tell me what you think.”

“Which one?”

She frowned and pushed a loose curl of salt and pepper hair behind her ear. “What do you think? I need an opinion on both. And don’t spout any bullshit about how they’re both exceptional. Be honest.”

“Honesty is what I do,” I said.

Marlena humphed. “Not if you work for Strickland, but nice try. Eat.”

I grabbed a fat cookie and took a big bite. It was moist, sweet, and decadently rich. Yet, it was salty, too.

“‘Zat sea salt?” I mumbled around a mouthful of chocolate heaven.

She nodded. “Just a touch, to offset the exceptional sweetness.”

“S’good.” After I swallowed the sample, I gave them the thumbs up. “I’ll take two dozen.”

“You wish. They’re for my book club, but I can’t decide which are better. That bitch Sherry Tomlinson continually tries to outdo my baking, and I’ll be damned if she upstages me again. Here.”

She shoved a glass of water in my hands. I took a large sip, swished my mouth out, then I took another. Now it was time for the other batch.

The thinner cookies were crisp, as expected, but with a surprising chew to the middle. They had a texture and taste on the back end that was familiar, but damned if I could identify it. I finished the first and reached for another immediately, only to get a light smack on the hand.

“Uh-uh, not for you.” She arched an eyebrow. “So, what do you think?”

“The gooey ones are good, but these thin cookies—damn. What’s your secret?”

“Top grade Afghan kush.” The retired spy barked a laugh. “Oh, if you could see your face. Relax, your urine sample is safe with me. It’s brown butter, a little corn starch, and espresso powder. Oh, and pure Mexican vanilla, not that fake stuff.”

“Well, you take those to your book club meeting and Sherry Tomlinson can kiss your ass.”

“Damned right, she can.” Marlena leaned back against the counter behind her, arms crossed. “You look troubled, young man. Work, women, or whiskey?”

“I’ll take the last two, if you don’t mind.”

“Work it is, then. Care to share the burden? Nothing classified, just the broad strokes. I still hold a clearance, but as you know it’s better that way.”

After careful consideration, I figured it couldn’t hurt to get an old spy’s perspective. “You’ve seen some sheep-dipping jobs in your time, right?”

“Been dipped a few times myself. And?”

“You ever come across an operative file that was so classified, just accessing it tripped a system error?”

She tapped a finger on her chin. “Hmm. Are you investigating one of your own?”

“Not specifically ‘our’ own, but someone in the database. I was only able to get a name, right before the network locked me out.”

Marlena tsked. “All that modern cloud-based bullshit came after my time. Damned security risk if you ask me. But computer systems are all the same, and they all have the same flaw.”

“Namely?”

“Namely, that if a system crashes and burns, you lose all data. It’s great for sabotaging our enemies, but awful for continuity of intel. So, all that information has to be stored on hard copy somewhere. That is, if it’s worth saving.”

“And where would an enterprising young agent find such a storage facility? Say, on Camp Stanley, for instance?”

“Well, if it’s recent and sensitive data, it’ll be held under lock and key in some damned concrete bunker, deep enough to survive a small tactical nuke. But if it’s older info, well, all storage facilities run out of space eventually.”

“Is that so?”

“To my knowledge, the government hasn’t yet figured out how to create magic doors that open into pocket dimensions. Until they do, such problems require practical solutions. Look for an old storage CONEX that’s triple padlocked, either inside a secure warehouse or behind lots of chain-link and barbed wire.”

“Well, shit, Marlena. I never expected to gain a Yoda and a personal baker when I signed my lease.”

“Hah!” She made a shooing motion at me. “Now piss off, I have more baking to do.”

I snagged a cookie, too fast for her to swat the offending hand, and hightailed it out the door.
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Later that evening, I got a call from Agent Hill. “Raine, whatcha’ got for me?”

“I swung by the Rodriguez place like you asked. After I flashed a badge, the family was kind enough to let me walk around the yard and interior of the home.”

“And?”

“And they’re still in the early stages of mourning their loss, so I felt like a shit for bothering them.”

“I know,” I said. “Tell me what you found.”

“No signs of witchcraft or hedge magic, at least not that I could detect. The family seem to be staunch Catholics, the vanilla kind. Not a trace of Santa Muerte paraphernalia, or even curanderismo candles and the like.”

That was surprising, but not uncommonly so. “Go on.”

“There’s definitely a pall of evil over the place, faint, but present. As for traces of paranormal activity, I detected two entities.”

“Huh. Tell me about the first.”

“The more recent was something operating against its will—a being controlled by magic, I think. Couldn’t say what, though. I’m no expert in that area.”

I clucked my tongue. “Are you thinking conjuration, or something more potent?”

“I’m not sure. The presence was dark, and tortured. It was not happy to be there, that’s for certain.”

“And the other thing?”

She paused momentarily. “Something predatory, and not of the spirit world. A lurker, watching from the shadows. It never entered the house, but it had been around the place, observing quite a lot over the last few weeks. I picked up impressions that came from multiple directions.”

“All the same entity?”

“Yep.”

I rubbed a hand across my face and sighed. “Anything else?”

“That’s it, boss.”

“Okay, good work. We’ll see what Melvin has turned up in the morning. Hopefully, he’ll find something that connects some dots. Meanwhile, I’ll call Smitty and ask him to put a couple of agents on the house. Just in case this lurker comes back.”

“Way ahead of you. I called Smith before I called you. He snagged a rookie, and they’re headed over there now.”

“Smitty volunteered for a surveillance detail, personally?”

“I know, right? Damned Facility is crawling with newbs. It’s not like we don’t have enough bodies to watch a house.”

I rubbed the back of my neck as I considered the conversation Smitty and I had. “Do me a favor. Dig into Smitty’s file and see if there’s anything I need to know about. Try to get a psychic impression of his general mental and emotional state as well. But keep it on the sly. I don’t want him to think we’re spying on him.”

“Roger that. How’s the other thing going?”

I plucked the medal from my chest, rubbing it between my thumb and forefinger. “I’m wearing the faith talisman and doing the mental exercises you gave me. I had—let’s call it a visual disturbance earlier today, but that’s it.”

“Sounds like it’s working. Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Will do, Raine. See you tomorrow.”

“Get some sleep, Tony.”

When Hill ended the call, I sat for several minutes pondering our conversation. Could the first entity be the killer? Raine made it sound as if it were a spiritual creature, not flesh and blood. But if it was the same being that accosted me in front of my apartment, that thing definitely felt corporeal.

And what was this so-called ‘lurker’ that had been watching the Rodriguez home? If the killer was acting against its will, that meant it was likely being directed by another being. Perhaps the lurker had been observing the Rodriguez family’s patterns and habits to plan the attack.

As I played a mental game of Tetris with the clues, something clicked. I thought back to when I’d first met Victoria St. Pierre. That she’d just happened to bump into me at a random coffee shop was just too coincidental for my tastes.

It had been no chance meeting, that was for certain. She had to have been watching me before that fated day, learning my movements, my habits, my rituals. Lurking, like a predator.

I slammed my fist down on the couch’s armrest, eliciting a cracking noise from the structure within. It wasn’t my furniture, and I didn’t want to lose my damage deposit, so I took a few calming breaths as I turned things over in my head. What I needed was more intel on Victoria, but I wouldn’t get it until I found those files on base.

Yet, the government wasn’t the only source of information I had at my disposal. I looked up a contact on my phone, one ‘Scarlett Romanoff,’ and called the number. It rang twice, then someone answered on the third ring.

“Bloodbag. It has been a while.” She spoke with a thick Russian accent, lengthening her ‘I’s’ and turning ‘while’ into ‘vile.’

“Says the woman who’s a walking, talking stereotype.”

“Is pot calling kettle black. Pfah, I knew I should have changed my number.”

“C’mon, Sophia—you know you wanted to see me again.”

“You are not my type. For one, you smell of cumin and vitamins. Second, you are too short.”

I wasn’t short, but Sophia was a tall woman. Apparently, she dated basketball players and professional wrestlers. Who knew?

“I’m wounded, really, I am. But I didn’t call for a date.”

“Why did you call, then?”

“We need to talk.”

“We are talking, politseyskiy. Or did you drink one too many weak American beers before picking up the phone?”

“In person. This is important, Sophia, to you and me.”

Dead silence followed. It was creepy not hearing a person breathing on the other end of the line. I was reminded just who and what Sophia was in the World Beneath.

“I am busy person. Goodbye, Mendoza.”

“Wait… does the word dhampirica mean anything to you?”

Another pregnant pause. “Fine, we meet.”

“La Crème, then?”

The woman actually hissed at me. “You have death wish or something? Nyet. We meet at bar, I send you address. Ninety minutes.”

The line went dead. I grabbed my coat, my sidearm, an ankle backup, and a short, wicked-looking kukri made by the aptly named Zombie Tools out of Missoula, Montana. My sidearm went into my waistband, while I slid the blade into a leather shoulder harness for concealment.

Once I was appropriately dressed, I headed out for my date with a vampire.
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The address Sophia gave me was for a restaurant located in a converted two-story house on Rainey Street in downtown Austin. I parked up the lane, clearing my seats and dash to avoid tempting the city’s resident street junkies. Then I headed for the lights, music, and people nearby.

Our meeting place was halfway down the block on the west side of the street, and very easy to find. When I discovered the joint was closed for remodeling, I thought maybe I got the address wrong. After considering who I was dealing with, I sat on a retaining wall across the way to watch the building.

Within minutes, a young, well-heeled-looking couple strolled up the block and down an access drive next to the restaurant. As soon as their backs were turned, I leaned over just enough to observe as they descended a concrete flight of stairs alongside the house. When they reached the bottom landing, they knocked and waited.

Seconds later, the door opened. The couple entered, quiet as church mice, while soft jazz with a funky backbeat echoed softly from within. Before the door closed, a northwesterly evening breeze carried the scent of fine tobacco smoke, bourbon, and human musk to my sensitive nostrils.

I’ll be damned. A speakeasy.

Taking stock of the dark jeans, designer t-shirt, ankle boots, and black nylon bomber I wore, I decided I wouldn’t be too underdressed. Tucking the handle of my kukri further inside my jacket and shifting my holster behind my hip, I crossed the street and headed for the bar entrance.

Just as I reached the top step, Sophia spoke from the darkness nearby. “Was wondering when you would unravel mystery. Yet, is not much mystery when warmbloods enter in plain sight, da?”

I stopped and glanced in her direction. “Is this a place your people frequent?”

The subtext was, did vamps own the joint. Sophia shook her head slightly as she strolled, sylphlike, into the pale light cast from the streetlamps nearby. I nearly gasped as she emerged, so struck was I by her appearance.

She sported a short leather jacket over a fitted blouse that showed just the right amount of midriff, and a leather pleated skirt with above-the-knee boots. If ever there was a person who represented the classic Russian supermodel archetype, it was Sophia Doroshenko.

“Nyet,” she replied. “Is human hangout.”

“Ah. Your first time here, then?”

“I do not hunt here, if that is what you are asking.” She tossed her straight, straw blonde hair behind her shoulder, and smiled. “I like the music, and to be among humans in a place where I am left alone. Is unspoken rule in club, to leave other patrons in peace.”

“That’s good news.”

She joined me on the stairs and hooked her arm in mine. “But watch your drink, eh? On Rainey Street, human predators pose a greater threat.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Shall we?”

As we strolled down the stairs, she stood a few inches taller than me with her spiked heels and model-perfect posture. Awkward as it was to descend a narrow staircase in heels, she managed it much better than I did—and I was supposed to be leading. When we reached the bottom landing, she leaned in and sniffed, crinkling her fine, columnar nose.

“Now I understand,” she remarked.

“Hey, my girlfriend bought me that body wash.”

“Is not cheap body wash, but scent of dhampirica on you that offends me.”

I glanced away. “That, er, wasn’t my choice.”

Although I knew I had no reason to feel such emotions, a wave of shame suddenly washed over me. Perhaps it was the knowledge that I’d been used—raped even—and now Sophia knew it. That in turn triggered a host of other emotions, such as anger, resentment, and an overwhelming desire for retribution.

Sophia must’ve felt me tense up, or perhaps she heard my heart beat a little faster. Maybe she smelled the stress hormones that flowed into my veins as the memories came rushing back. Hell, I had no idea, as I didn’t know enough about her to understand the complete extent of her powers.

Regardless, when she sensed my general state of alarm, the female vamp reacted in an almost human manner. To my surprise, she patted my arm and spoke to me in hushed, calming tones.

“Breathe, krasavchik, breathe, and remember danger has passed. We shall speak more inside and ease your mind, eh. This way.”

She led me to the entry while my mind and heart still raced, then she took the liberty of knocking. When the door opened, a heavily-muscled man in a lavender dress shirt and dark, tailored suit gave us an appraising look. Sophia slipped him a couple of C-notes, then he stood aside, wordlessly gesturing for us to enter.

By the time she’d paid, the moment of panic had passed. Strange that I felt safer next to this six-foot-tall, supernatural killing machine than I did in my own home. Odd times called for odd alliances, I supposed.

As we crossed the threshold, I was struck by how much money had just changed hands. “The door fee is a hundred bucks?”

“Da. Discretion is expensive commodity.”

The entrance hallway felt cramped, with the sort of low ceilings you’d expect from a bar in a basement. When we turned the corner to descend into the club proper, that stifling sensation vanished. Now I understood why they had such a steep door fee.

Whoever built the club had built down, tearing the original floor out to drop it several feet. That was a smart move, as the place felt less oppressive and more open that way. It was a classy joint, too, done in a swank flapper-era style. Dark lighting, lots of polished wood and brass, an extensive liquor wall, and seating that was clearly intended for intimacy rather than profit.

We crossed the room to an empty table in a dark corner. It was close enough to the stage so the lighting left us deep in shadow and the music would mask our conversation. I ordered from the bar, a Manhattan for me, and a dry martini for my companion.

After the drinks arrived, and we were more or less alone, Sophia stared at me slit-eyed over her glass. “You have good manners, for a cop, but do not get wrong idea. This is business meeting, nothing more.”

“I’m appreciative of your time. But can I ask you something? Your accent seems thicker tonight than it was when we last saw each other.”

She sipped her drink and nodded. “I visited my home country recently. Going back and speaking my native language always tends to bring former speech patterns to the fore. Now, enough about me. Tell me about this dhampirica who fed on you against your will.”

I shared the story in brief with her, and Sophia listened with rapt attention. “So now I’m left with a few new scars, a ton of questions, and not a lot of answers.”

“What do you wish to know?”

That was an excellent question. I took a slug of my drink as I considered what I needed to know. “First, what am I going to owe you for this information?”

Sophia met my gaze as she ran her finger around the edge of her glass. “You are learning, agent. Suffice it to say that information you have provided is of interest to my employer, and leave it at that.”

“Your employer being?”

The vampire shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Ask questions about dhampir, not me.”

Damn. It was worth a shot.

“So how powerful are dhampir, typically?”

“This depends. Usually quite so, since only older vampires are capable of impregnating human women. But, never as deadly as the one who sired them.”

“Huh. I’ve heard that some older vampires have talents—other than the speed and strength you all possess. Do dhampir inherit those talents from their sires?”

Sophia turned her eyes to the stage, taking in the buxomly beautiful African American singer as she crooned her way through Cry Me A River. Halfway through the song, my ‘date’ turned her gaze back on me, fixing me with her hypnotizing, heterochromatic eyes.

“Some do, but is rare.”

“I’ve also heard that dhampir make very good vampire hunters.”

She laughed, covering her mouth in a delicate, very feminine manner that stood in opposition to her typically blunt and tough demeanor. I was almost charmed, until I realized she was hiding her teeth.

“You have been watching too many movies, politseyskiy. Is no ‘daywalker’ going around killing vampyri due to personal vendetta.”

I leaned closer, meeting her gaze. “If that’s true, then why is your employer so interested in this dhampirica?”

Sophia shrugged almost imperceptibly. “Professional curiosity. Next question.”

As I’d expected, it seemed that some information was off the table. The vampyri enforcer, or investigator, or whatever she was, would not easily divulge information that might provide an advantage against her kind. My only option was to keep going, in the hopes she’d share enough to help me find and deal with Victoria.

“Is glamouring humans a common talent among your kind?”

“You ask, ‘are the rumors true’? Allow me only to say, we must feed, and nature provides ways for us to do so under adverse circumstances.”

“Ah.” I swirled my drink around in the glass, watching the ice melt as I did so. “Meaning, this dhampirica must’ve been sired by an older, run of the mill, vampire.”

The Russian stunner shrugged. “If you say so.”

“What about healing powers? How’s that work?”

“We heal quickly. Is benefit of being vampyri. Dhampir often exhibit same ability.”

It was also rumored that vampires could use their blood to heal their victims and Renfields. That was one way they covered their tracks, by making certain they left no trace of a feeding on a mark’s skin. Subsequently, either Victoria didn’t inherit healing powers from her maker, or she’d meant to mark me.

Like branded cattle.

“Then how do you defeat a dhampir? If they have some or even most of a vampire’s powers, and none of their weaknesses, how do you bring one down?”

Sophia sampled her drink again, although I’d noticed the contents of her glass barely diminished with each sip. As she faux-nursed her martini, she observed the musicians with seemingly genuine interest, tapping a finger softly to the beat. Clearly, the woman was in no hurry to fill me in on the minutiae of dhampir ecology.

Stifling a growl of frustration, I reminded myself that I was dealing with a member of a very long-lived race. Humans were like insects to them, our lives lasting the span of an extended sabbatical in comparison. To get the intel I came for, I had to be patient.

Minutes later, when the band finished their set, the vampire applauded in time with the crowd. Only after this ritual was complete did she decide to address my question.

“The amount of information I can provide in this regard is limited. I will only say that perhaps you have reached certain conclusions in error. Your people are resourceful, and the organization you work for has much information at its disposal. I would suggest you review what you know about this creature, and others like it, then formulate a plan from there.”

It was my turn to sit quietly. After a short while, I felt it was time to address the most obvious and crucial issue at hand. “How does one track down a dhampir?”

The tall, deadly beauty extended one long, graceful finger by way of acknowledgment. “Now that is good question. As I say earlier, all my kind must feed. To do so without drawing attention to oneself is art and skill both.”

“People die all the time. Can’t you just drop bodies and cover your tracks?”

She frowned, wagging that finger back and forth. “Nyet, nyet. This has never been good practice, even in pre-industrial times. Too many unexplained deaths will draw attention. Is better to feed a little here, a little there, leaving nothing behind to raise suspicions.”

“Is that what you do?”

A smile played at the corners of her thin, yet somehow sensual, lips. “I thought we were talking about dhampir, not personal life.”

“I’m not prying, just curious.”

“Professional curiosity, agent?”

I chuckled. “Sure, let’s call it that.”

“Hmm. Know that not all my kind are killers. For few, this is moral decision. For most, practical consideration. Do you kill dairy cow to get milk?”

“I’m no farmer, but I would think not.”

She gestured offhandedly. “Of course not. Cow gets nice pasture to graze, warm place to sleep, and farmer with gun and sheepdog to keep wolves away. Farmer gets endless supply of milk. Is win, win.”

“Huh. Do dhampir often make such arrangements?”

Sophia’s eyes narrowed. She leaned in, crossing her wrists as she placed her elbows on the table. “Farmer does not allow vagrant to milk his cows, eh? That leaves question—where does drifter feed?”

Now she was providing me with intel without explicitly stating facts. The implication was that dhampir were not welcome in Vampyri society, whether due to their mixed heritage, or the danger they posed to vampire kind. It made sense, as xenophobic cultures rarely accepted members of society who were not genetically or racially pure.

Then there was the issue of shared resources. According to CERBERUS documents, vampire covens were highly territorial. No way would a lone outcast be allowed to feed on a coven’s turf.

I threw my hands up. “I don’t know. So tell me, where does a ‘drifter’ dhampir feed?”

Sophia turned her attention back to the stage as the band returned from their break. “Answer that question, agent, and you may locate your target.”

Swirling my drink, I considered Sophia’s advice. For several long minutes, I sipped my Manhattan as I tried to figure out how the information might help.

Then, it hit me. Why had Victoria visited the Houldersons?

I reconstructed the laundry room scene in my head, and I asked myself, What stood out? The drain. There had been no trace of old blood in the drain.

Son of a bitch. Victoria had been feeding on the Houlderson family’s victims.

It was right there in front of me, and I missed it. Pseudo-wendigos didn’t crave blood, necessarily, but human flesh. To them, the blood was just a byproduct, something they had to get rid of in order to process their kills.

Victoria knew this, and she’d developed a mutually beneficial relationship with the Houldersons based on that knowledge. Blood in exchange for intel on The World Beneath. If I had to guess, I’d bet she also taught them how to cover their tracks so they wouldn’t get caught.

I rapped my knuckles on the table, realizing that I’d missed out. “As for catching her where she feeds, I believe that opportunity has passed. What else?”

Sophia sighed, an artificial gesture if ever I saw one. “What happens when farmer loses cow? Does she let it wander until some other person claims it?”

“Of course not. She goes out looking for it, and she brings it home.”

The vampire graced me with a long, knowing look. “This dhampirica has invested time and effort into cultivating you. She will not give up so easily. My advice? Plan, prepare, and be ready to strike when she returns.”


CHAPTER
TEN




I stayed at the club with Sophia Doroshenko well into the night, hoping that she might divulge more information. She proved to be elusive in that regard, and eventually the conversation turned to other matters. It wasn’t a complete loss, as I walked away with more intel than I’d had when the night started.

When she wasn’t beating me up or sticking swords into me, the female vampire turned out to be decent company. Part of the job was cultivating contacts on both sides of the beat, and for some reason, Sophia had chosen to show me a small slice of her personal life. I only hoped it meant we’d stay on better terms moving forward.

As I walked her out, she made one final demand. “If this dhampirica is hunting within Austin city limits, I ask that you let me know.”

For a moment, I considered telling her about the Houldersons. Yet, this thing was personal. I felt a strong compulsion to handle it myself, and I simply couldn’t risk interference from the local coven at this juncture.

In the end, I respectfully agreed to Sophia’s request, so long as it didn’t compromise my investigation. That seemed to mollify her, and we parted on amicable terms.

On the long ride home, I reflected on what I’d learned. There were still plenty of pieces missing from the Victoria St. Pierre puzzle. As I drove, I went down the list.

Why’d she pick me? How’d she know where I’d be? Why didn’t she freak out when she tasted my serum-laced blood? What reasons did a supernatural creature have for getting close to a CERBERUS operative? What was so hush-hush about her file that it caused Strickland or whoever to lock it down?

Many unanswered questions remained, and I needed to find the answers.

When my work cell rang, the clock told me I’d only had a few hours’ sleep. I answered with all the gruffness that can be expected of a night owl who’s had their beauty sleep cut short.

“Mendoza here, speak.”

Gibbs responded, ignoring my brusque tone. “There’s been another killing. Perp matches the Rodriguez killer. And listen—the vic? It’s a federal marshal, someone from your former office.”

“Shit. Do you have a name yet?”

“Connors. Dalton Connors.”

Connors and I worked the fugitive task force together. We’d been tight until I found myself on the DIC’s shit list and got pulled from the roster. After the nightclub explosion that got me canned, he was one of the few deputies who checked in on me regularly.

Seems like the killings are getting closer to home.

“Do you need me at the scene?”

The senior agent hesitated. “Strickland wants you clear of this one. Says he wants to see you in his office first thing. Get some sleep, it looks like your team is going to have a busy day ahead.”

“Yeah. Thanks for the heads-up.”

“Eh, I felt like you should know.”

“I appreciate it. See you at the office.”

“After I get some sleep, kid. This is going to be an all-nighter.”

I ended the call and laid back down on my bed, processing the info I’d just received and wondering if I’d be able to return to sleep. My brain was fuzzy from too much alcohol and too little rest. I plucked at the t-shirt clinging to my chest, realizing I’d fallen asleep with my clothes still on.

My sheets reeked of the smoke, booze, and body odor exiting my pores. Such smells had become obnoxious to me, a side effect of the serum. Despite that, I was beat, so a shower and change of sheets would have to wait until morning.

A glance at the clock told me it was a little after 3:00, far too early to get a start on the day. I tried to relax, staring at the shadows cast on the ceiling by the streetlight as it filtered through the tall oak outside. As I began to drift off, I noticed a stationary blob of darkness amidst the dancing patterns above.

Maybe I would’ve written it off as an opossum or an exceptionally fat squirrel and tried to doze off for a few more hours. But when a soft white glow near the window drew my attention, I knew something was amiss. There stood Mary Whitcombe, a.k.a. Bloody Mary, a diaphanous apparition straight out of 18th century Texas.

Mary had been a pretty thing when she was alive, with long brown hair, emerald eyes, a tight, full mouth, and cheeks that you wanted to either pinch or kiss. Looking at her, I couldn’t imagine how a man could ever abuse such a lovely woman—or any woman, for that matter.

She’d changed quite a lot since she originally began haunting my days and nights. Where once she tried to do me harm, these days she’d grace me with a pleasant, shy smile to let me know she was watching my back. Tonight, however, she pointed out the window as she mouthed a single word.

Death.

Rolling out of bed, I grabbed my sidearm from the nightstand and snagged the machete harness from the bed post. I nearly tripped over my running shoes as I stood, so I slipped into them while slinging the harness over my shoulders.

Edging my way to the window, I clipped the custom Ragnarok holster to my belt and drew my weapon. Sticking to the shadows, I cocked my head just enough to peek through the blinds. My eyes were already well-adjusted to the darkness, and there was plenty of moonlight to illuminate the scene before me.

Victoria crouched on a thick tree limb, not ten feet outside the window. I blinked several times to make certain it wasn’t another hallucination, or a waking dream. But no, she was still there when I settled my gaze on her shadowed form once more.

She sported dark running shoes, black leggings, and a matching sports bra under a zipped-up charcoal hoodie. As for accessories, she had her hair pulled back into a ponytail with a scrunchy, earbuds in her ears, and a smartwatch on her wrist.

It was a very functional ‘gray man’ disguise. No one would ever question a female jogging along these neighborhood streets, even at this ungodly hour. Despite the dangers, I’d seen local residents running well past midnight since I moved in.

“Sorry to hear about your friend, Tony,” she said, although I couldn’t be sure whether her voice was in my head or resonating through the window glass. “I know you don’t have many of them, and I realize it must hurt to lose someone you know.”

She already knows. Huh.

I stared at her, trying to figure out what her game was and whether I wanted to play it. Unconsciously, my hand went to the St. Christopher medal that lay against my chest beneath my sticky, smoke-ridden shirt. Although I couldn’t remember the last time I’d darkened the door of a cathedral, it was comforting to know I still had it on.

“I’ve had such a hard time contacting you lately,” she continued. “Naughty of you to try to cut me off like that. It forces me to take additional measures, like spying through your window at odd hours. At least that bitch isn’t here, so that’s something.”

An odd sensation came over me, like I was slowly tilting forward by no fault of my own. Despite the bout of dizziness, I couldn’t break eye contact with Victoria if I tried. It felt as though I was falling into her gaze, like I was tumbling head-first into a spinning, hypnotic well.

Another scent layered itself over my post-buzz funk—Victoria’s perfume, mixed with the heady cachet of her musk. I blinked, trying to shake off whatever spell she’d cast on me. When my eyes opened, she was right there at the window, so close her breath fogged the glass.

“Won’t you let me in, Tony?” she mouthed silently, although I could hear her clear as day inside my head. “I’ll be a good girl for you, so very, very good. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

The medallion burned against my chest, waking me with sharp, searing pain. Clarity returned, and in one smooth motion I raised my weapon and fired. The round pierced the window cleanly, punching a neat, finger-sized entry wound in Victoria’s left shoulder.

Although I was firing subsonic rounds through a suppressor, the report was still rather loud inside my bedroom. Thankfully, that further served to rouse me from the fugue state I’d been under. If that hadn’t done the trick, Victoria released a piercing shriek loud enough to wake the dead.

The dhampirica leapt backwards along the tree branch until her back was to the trunk. She held a hand over her wound and slumped sideways, a grimace of pain contorting her delicate, exotic features.

Emotions roiled inside me at the sight, as regret and triumph battled within. Although I kept my weapon trained on her, I leaned closer to see just how injured she was currently. A part of me wished her dead, while another hoped I’d done just enough damage to make her docile and manageable.

Docile enough for what, Tony?

When I realized what I’d been thinking, I shuddered. Those thoughts were not my thoughts, those emotions weren’t my emotions. I clutched the medallion tightly beneath my shirt, and instantly the feelings vanished. Now I saw clearly that Victoria wasn’t injured at all. She couldn’t be, not while still maintaining her perch on the tree limb.

While she leaned slack and languid against the trunk, Victoria snuck a peek to see if I was still buying her injured act. On seeing my expression, she stood ramrod straight, balancing on the limb with effortless grace. As I watched, the bullet wound closed over, leaving smooth, unbroken skin behind.

“Come now, Tony. Did you really think a pistol round would do the trick?”

“It will if I put enough in you,” I growled.

“You can try,” she said. “If you can catch me.”

Then she stepped off the limb and dropped thirty-odd feet, straight down to the ground below. Without a moment’s hesitation, I bolted for the door, grabbing my jacket from the couch as I passed. Seconds later, I was taking the stairs two at a time, making a racket and throwing caution to the wind.

As I hit the last flight, Marlena leaned out her door holding a Wilson Combat CQB at low-ready. “Thought I heard something. Anything I should be concerned with?”

“Stay inside, lock your doors, and don’t let anyone in,” I replied as I leapt down the last five steps.

“Should I call for back-up?” she asked.

I was halfway down the drive when I answered. “No, I have it under control.”

The last I heard from my landlady was the sound of a door latching shut, and a dead bolt engaging behind me. At least I didn’t have to worry about Marlena. Now I could focus on catching Victoria.
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When I turned the corner from Marlena’s driveway onto our street, I spotted a lithe shadow leaping from tree to tree down the block. I ran after her, doing my best Carl Lewis impersonation. Honestly, I don’t think I’d ever run that fast, not even when Doc Perez tested the limits of my serum-enhanced physical abilities.

The chase dragged on for miles, out of my neighborhood and southeast, through Castle Hills toward the airport. As for my stamina, I wasn’t concerned. I ran up to six miles a day, not because I needed it, but out of habit. The truth was, the serum kept me in top physical condition, whether I wanted it to or not.

Doc Perez once said I could probably run an ultramarathon without breaking pace, so long as I maintained my caloric intake along the way. Yet, tonight, speed was the enemy—specifically, my lack of it. No matter how hard I pushed myself, Victoria remained just at the edge of my line of sight, and far out of reach.

In San Antonio, a Latino man sprinting along with a pistol in hand would definitely draw a cop’s attention, and I’d left my Homeland credentials on my dresser. Besides, it would’ve been reckless to snap off rounds at her, as it was nearly impossible to shoot accurately while running at top speed. To avoid being arrested, I holstered the weapon and kept the kukri hidden under my jacket.

Victoria was leading me somewhere, I just didn’t know where. The chances of this being a trap were around one hundred percent, but I didn’t care. I only cared that she knew about Connors’ death, which likely meant she controlled the entity that had been killing people connected to me.

Could she have been listening in on my conversation? Possibly, but I doubted it. She knew things about my relationship with Deputy Marshal Connors that weren’t common knowledge. It’d been a while since I worked the fugitive task force, and nobody at CERBERUS but Strickland knew that much about my time with the Marshals.

Connors’ death had been planned, and Victoria was the one responsible, I was certain of it. She was working her way inward, going through the people I knew, one by one. I wondered, had she been responsible for Isabelle’s death, somehow? As little as I knew of Victoria’s motives and background, anything was possible.

As I ran, my mind raced along with me. Obviously, my chief concern was Victoria’s next victim. I thought about my sister’s family in South Texas, and my little niece, Gabriela. I hadn’t seen them since Gabby was born, and the thought of losing one of them to this mad dhampirica was unbearable.

The only thing I was certain of was that I had to stop Victoria before she killed again. There was no better time than the present to end her, so I kept running. When we neared the airport, she led me into some shitty industrial park, a half-block expanse of cracked asphalt, ugly concrete buildings, steel roll-up doors, and insufficient parking.

It was the kind of complex that hosts lots of small, sketchy businesses, half of which are probably skirting the wrong side of the law at any given time. We approached the place from the rear, at which point Victoria vaulted the razor wire-topped fence, leaving me to find another means to enter.

She disappeared into the heart of the complex, taunting me as I took the long way around. “You’re not very fast, but you can last a long time. Then again, I already knew that, didn’t I?”

“Pinche pendeja,” I muttered as I detoured around to the front of the park.

Halfway there I found a gap in the fence, a spot where some vagrants or kids had cut the links along an upright to provide a shortcut. As I squeezed through, the ambient smells of the location assailed me; engine fluids, slagged metal, and the acrid odor of chemical solvents. My nose told me there had to be a couple of chop shops and a meth lab or two hidden within.

“Oh, Tony,” Victoria crooned from somewhere up ahead. “I’m getting lonely, and bored. Hurry it up, slowpoke.”

She sounded like a kid teasing her childhood crush. The woman had more personalities than Kevin Wendell Crumb. God knew she was just as dangerous.

Reflexively, I touched the St. Christopher medallion hanging from the chain around my neck. At least my mind was protected from her influence. As for taking her out, that would be another matter. Undaunted, I drew my Sig and headed in the general direction of her voice.

The place was a maze, just row upon row of bay door suites arranged in a hodge podge of narrow alleys and walkway shortcuts. I crept through the complex, quiet as a mouse pissing on cotton, yet I was wound tight as a three dollar watch.

A shadow passed above. I pivoted, keeping my weapon close to quickly bring the muzzle to bear. Somewhat to my relief, a startled Siamese cat hissed and sprinted away across the roof of the building in front of me.

“You’re getting warmer,” Victoria called from the next row over. “Pick up the pace, silly.”

That pissed me off. I took off at a run down the row that separated us, slicing the pie at speed as I rounded the end corner. It was sloppy work, reckless even, moving like that in pursuit of a dangerous suspect with no back up, not to mention my radio or mobile.

I was walking into a trap, any fool could see that. Somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to care. After the weeks of manipulation, humiliation, and mental torture, I wanted to end this—now.

Still, I forced myself to slow, taking my time before rounding the next corner. I hugged the wall as I slunk along, pausing before I exposed myself to anyone who might be in line of sight beyond. I listened for any sign that someone might be waiting for me, but the night remained quiet and still—too still if I were being honest.

Quick as a wink, I snuck a peek around the corner, taking a mental snapshot of the narrow lane. It was long, maybe a hundred feet, dead-ending at the chain-link fence I’d skirted earlier. A half-dozen shops and businesses lined either side, along with a collection of trash cans, parked automobiles, parking bollards, engine blocks, rusted appliances, and other junk.

I turned the corner with my weapon held close, making certain I didn’t lead with the muzzle as I went. My steps were sure and measured as I moved down the lane, using the decaying obstacles that interrupted my path for cover as I made my way forward.

Soon I was halfway down the alley. Still, no sign of Victoria.

I wondered if I’d misjudged the direction her voice had come from, or if she could throw it for purposes of misdirection. Another shadow flitted past above me. I turned, extending my weapon as I sought a target.

Out of nowhere, a thick length of rusty chain flicked out of the shadows to my left. It wrapped itself around the barrel of my handgun, ripping the weapon from my grasp before I could react. I watched as the gun flew toward the end of the alley, where it clattered and slid under the rusting remains of a late 70s model Buick.

Just as I was about to squat and draw the snubby on my ankle, eight short, lanky forms emerged from the darkness all around me. The serum allowed me to see quite well in low light, and the moon provided plenty of it tonight. Yet, I’d not seen these things when I snuck down the lane, despite that I had searched each possible hiding spot as I went.

These figures literally stepped out of the shadows, emerging from every murky pool of gloom as if they were crossing over from another reality. First it was eight, then ten, then I faced a baker’s dozen of the creatures.

Before I knew it, I was surrounded.

As the short, skinny silhouettes stepped into the moonlight, the dark clung to them. They seemed to be made of the stuff, and initially, I thought they were.

Then the murky darkness sloughed off each of them, plopping to the ground in great clumps that gathered at their feet. There it formed into puddles that slithered away from the light, back to places where the moon’s gaze could not reach. It was only then that their true forms were revealed.

At first glance, they looked like a bunch of young gangbangers, no older than 14 or 15 years of age. They were dressed like cholos, in their baggy pants and shorts, tall white socks, loose tees, wife beaters, and plaid shirts buttoned at the neck. Some had black bandanas tied into headbands that almost covered their eyes, while others wore shades, even though daylight was hours away.

Yet, they weren’t human. Their skin was pallid and gray, smooth in some places, bumpy or scaly in others. Some were bald, while others had hair that was dark, straight, and straw-like, sticking up in strict defiance of the laws of gravity. Their facial features were the real giveaway, due to their prominent, sharp cheekbones, bulbous noses, almost nonexistent lips, pointed ears, and jagged, anglerfish teeth.

Goblins. Great. Just great.
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Underground clans of goblins existed in every major city. Their kind lived in hidden burrows and tunnels just beneath notice of the humans they leeched from, and sometimes preyed upon, to survive. Whether they were fae or an entirely different species, we had no idea. They were shunned by all other supernatural races, considered scavengers and bottom-dwellers, of little consequence in The World Beneath.

While they were relatively harmless when encountered alone, in large numbers they could be deadly. A single goblin might scurry away from even a human child who threatened them properly. Gather a half-dozen or more, and all their timidity and skittishness vanished, replaced by a viciousness and blood thirst that made them the jackals of the supernatural world.

The group surrounded me in a loose circle, the closest of them no more than ten feet away, all bearing a variety of weapons. Baseball bats, tire irons, tow chains, butcher knives, machetes, and so on, but no guns. Supes tended to avoid their use for reasons we have yet to determine.

Doc Perez thought that our tech interfered with their magic. If our efforts to combine magic and technology were any indication, it made sense. Technomagic devices were known to be unreliable, which is why I tended to avoid using them.

A tall shadow fell across the center of the lane, drawing my gaze to the rooftop to my right. There Victoria stood, fists on her hips like some Bond flick villain looking down on her enemy right after he fell into her trap.

“Is that disappointment I see, love?” she asked, the mocking tone she’d affected earlier replaced by an air of near-sincerity. Near, but not quite. “It’s certainly not fear—I know what that looks like.”

“Why don’t you come down here, so I can show you how I feel in person,” I replied, my voice quite a bit more strained than I intended.

“Don’t worry, my dear, we’ll be together soon. But not yet. There’s much to be revealed before that moment comes.”

“When I see you next, I’ll kill you. Count on it.”

She laughed, like a sympathetic parent dealing with a misinformed child. “Oh, Tony. You might not believe it, but one day you’ll walk willingly into my open arms.”

“You’re sick, and you need help,” I said. “Come closer, and I’ll be happy to provide the cure.”

“No, I think not.” She pointed at the goblin holding the tow chain. “Rough him up, Flaco, but don’t kill him. If he dies, I’ll come for your whole clan.”

“Aw, I’m touched,” I said, crossing my arms to slide my right hand under my jacket.

“We got this, esa. No worries.” Flaco made a shooing motion. “Just don’t forget to pay us, eh?”

“I keep my word,” the dhampirica replied. She met my gaze and blew me a kiss. “Be seeing you, love.”

“I’m not your⁠—”

She was gone before I finished the sentence. Clearly, she’d been sandbagging all the way from my apartment, slowing her pace so I could keep up. I was a fucking fool.

“You like how we surprised you, ese?” Flaco asked. “That’s a Tango Clan special, vato. Pura magia de chamán.”

Hearing the goblin speak Spanish was like nails dragging across a chalkboard, since these pricks were about as Mexicano as I was Russian. Unfortunately, some fae were known to affect the traits, customs, and lingo of criminals from popular culture. We had red caps in Austin who acted like they were playing recurring roles in The Sopranos, so of course there was a goblin clan who thought they were extras in Blood In, Blood Out.

Frankly, it pissed me off. It was bad enough that people called Taco Bell Mexican food. Now I had to deal with these assholes talking cholo to me.

I gave Flaco my best ‘raised in the barrio’ hard-ass look. “Like I give a shit. ¿Quieres chingasos? Órale, güey. I got places to be.”

The goblin turned to one of his companions, grinning broadly. “El chota speaks the language, but can he back it up?” The other goblins responded with snickering, cat calls, and smacking their weapons in their hands. Flaco turned his beady black eyes on me. “Let’s find out, culero.”

Flaco moved first, which is what I expected. He flicked his hand so quickly, I almost didn’t catch it, unspooling the chain and snapping the end at my face like a whip. Someone his size shouldn’t have been able to wield those heavy links like he did, but goblins weren’t like human folk.

That I’d anticipated his attack provided an advantage, albeit a small one. Yet, it was all I needed. I exploded forward at an angle as I leaned out of the way, closing the gap between us while drawing the kukri in one smooth motion.

As the blade cleared the sheath, I cut upward on angle six, slicing through Flaco’s trachea and out the side of his neck. Black blood sprayed to my right, blinding the goblin on Flaco’s left as I maintained my momentum, bowling through their leader.

The goblin toppled backwards, clapping a hand to his neck in a vain attempt at staunching the flow of blood. I stepped on his arm as I bulldozed my way over him, removing his hand from his neck and causing even more blood spray as I passed.

Two steps later, I was out of the circle. It was only then that I realized I had nowhere to run, as I now stood before an eight-foot chain link fence topped by two feet of coiled razor wire.

Shit.

Knowing I was fucked, I spun to face the remaining dozen goblins. They looked at their leader, bleeding out on the ground. Then they turned their attention to me, and it was on.

The little fuckers came at me with raw abandon, practically tripping over one another to reach me. I ducked a baseball bat, cutting the goblin’s quadriceps as I passed on the outside. Next, I redirected a machete thrust with a hanging parry to my left, immediately whipping the blade around in a circular downward cut that took that goblin’s hand off at the wrist.

I shoulder-checked the newly minted ‘Lefty’ into the one behind, stomping on another goblin’s knee as I pivoted around to his back. Acting purely on instinct and my training, I drew the kukri’s edge across his throat as I spun past.

Four down, eight left.

The next two attacked simultaneously. One swung a nail-studded board at my head, while the other stabbed at my stomach with a sharpened screwdriver. The stabby one was on my right flank, while the slugger stood straight ahead. I spun and cut the first one’s hand while moving forward to meet the second head on.

Stepping inside, I blocked the unstudded part of the board with my forearm. Blocking closer to his grip blunted the force somewhat, but it still hurt like a motherfucker. I didn’t waste the opportunity, however, and cut him down by burying the kukri’s edge a good six inches deep where his shoulder met his neck.

That was my mistake. Either suction or split bone held the blade fast as the goblin fell, yanking me off balance. Tugging desperately on the handle, I tried to free my weapon. While I was bent over, small jolts of pain lit up my right lower back, little pinpricks that felt like wasp stings over my kidney area.

Having studied the results of knife attacks and sword fighting for the last six months, I knew better. I looked over my shoulder, releasing the kukri as I spun and swept my right arm across to redirect the sneak attack. Surprise, the screwdriver-wielding goblin had merely switched hands, and he was busily turning my back into a pincushion in exchange for severing two of his fingers.

As I redirected his stabbing arm, I snagged the sleeve of his flannel shirt, stopping the attack so I could clock him across the jaw. I hit him jackhammer style, once, twice, and a third time in the side of the neck. He dropped, but then my knees went weak.

I stumbled and got clipped in the head by a glancing blow from a length of pipe. Not enough to shatter bone, but plenty to ring my bell. Then I was falling down in slow motion, while five shadowy figures closed in all around.

Or was that six?

Balling up despite the wounds in my back, I covered my head and face as the remaining goblins soccer kicked the shit out of me. Imagine getting curb-stomped by an angry pack of steroid-using eighth graders, and you get the gist of the experience. A minute or so later, I lay bruised and tenderized on the oil-stained asphalt, barely conscious, wheezing and coughing up blood.

One of them took out a butterfly knife, flipping and spinning it open. He leaned over as if to stab me again, or possibly cut my throat, but the others pulled him away.

“No, carnal, ¡déjalo! Kill him and we all die. Toma a los muertos y vámonos.”

The one with the knife relented, shrugging his clothing straight as his fellow clan members released him. He put the blade away, then he spat in my face and kicked me once more for good measure. Those left standing helped the wounded to their feet, then they hoisted the dead over their shoulders before fading off into the night.

I hurt everywhere, my ribs were grinding together, I was coughing up blood, and I was probably bleeding internally from a half-dozen puncture wounds. If I didn’t get up, I was going to die here. Slowly, ever so slowly, I crawled to the cancer-ridden carcass of the old Buick, grabbing the bumper and pulling myself upright.

Standing was agony, and the edges of my vision kept fading into shadow. I stumbled toward the nearest shop, hoping they had a landline. Breaking the door glass with my elbow took three tries. When it was done, I reached in and unlatched the bolt.

Seconds later, I stood inside what looked to be an auto repair shop. They didn’t have a lift, but they did have plenty of tools, and an office. I pulled myself along the wall and through the office door. There on the desk sat an ancient, pea green, bakelite rotary phone, the likes of which I hadn’t seen since I lived with my grandma.

After I plopped down on a desk chair that had more tape than 3M, I dialed a number every agent memorized by heart. Swaying back and forth, I somehow managed to get the number right while holding the phone to my ear.

“Answering service, how can I be of assistance?”

“Emergency code uniform, kilo, whiskey, zero, seven, niner, alpha, two, four, bravo, six, juliet. Mendoza, request to trace this landline and send immediate medical assistance to current location.”

“Assistance in route, Agent Mendoza. Is the location secure?”

“Affirmative, cough,” I replied as I slumped over the desk.

“Please advise as to the nature of your injuries. Again, please advise. Agent Mendoza? Stay with me, agent…”


CHAPTER
ELEVEN




I awoke alone in a hospital room inside The Facility. It was a nondescript space, much like any other patient room in any hospital across the nation. Yet, I knew where I was because I’d been here before.

The glaring lights above, the scratchy-ass sheets, and the constant, low hum of turbine generators deep below confirmed it. There was no call button, as it wasn’t necessary, due to the security cameras in the corners of the room. I sat up and waited for the dizziness to subside, then I tore out my I.V. line and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

On cue, Captain Perez strode into the room, looking prim in her neatly pressed Class Bs and starched white lab coat. Her long black hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and she wore just enough make-up to complement, but not exaggerate, her classic Latina features.

“Hang on there, agent. You just woke up, and in my professional opinion, you’re not quite ready to return to duty.”

“What day is it?”

“Relax. It’s now ten-hundred hours, the day after you called for assistance.”

“The morning of?”

“No, as in ‘the day after that.’ It was 4:21 a.m. yesterday when you rang the duty phone.”

“Shit. Where’s Gibbs?” I glanced around the room. “Where are my clothes? And when is the bureau going to put a gawt-damned phone in these rooms?”

Captain Perez stood, heels together in a statuesque pose, pinching her chin between thumb and knuckle as she watched me fume.

“Are you done yet?” she asked after I nearly fell while trying to stand.

“No.”

“Then here.” She reached in her lab coat and handed me a phone. “But I want it back.”

I grabbed the thing—it was an ancient Nokia, of all things—and dialed Gibbs’ number. He answered on the first ring.

“Good morning, Captain Perez. I take it you have the autopsy report?”

“First off, this isn’t the Doc. And second, why the hell do you have her listed as a contact in your private mobile?”

“Hey, look who woke up on the wrong side of the gurney. Glad to have you back, Mendoza.”

“No time to bullshit. I was lured into that industrial park by—” I stopped cold, as I didn’t want certain details getting back to Strickland. “—by whatever is controlling our killer.”

“How, exactly?” he asked.

I glanced over at Captain Perez, who was now listening with interest. “She stopped by my place, is how. Look, I don’t know much, but she’s the one behind the killings. Maybe she’s a striga or a kalku of some sort.”

I was just pulling terms out of my ass, giving him something to go on without being too specific. Those two types of witches more or less fit the bill.

“This witch—she’s the one your psychic said was lurking around the Rodriguez home?”

“That’s my guess. I caught her spying on me, so I fired my weapon and gave chase.”

“How’d you know she was a supe with bad intentions?”

“She was perched on a six-inch wide tree branch thirty feet above the ground.”

“Oh.”

I snorted in amusement. “You think that’s weird, listen to what happened next. She then led me into a trap, whereby I was jumped by thirteen goblins.”

“That’s kind of a specific number.”

“It was kind of a specific situation. I took out seven before the last five did a number on me.”

“Thirteen minus seven is six, Mendoza.”

“Yeah, I was never good at math. That’s probably how they got me.”

“Either that, or you were piss drunk at the time.”

“Maybe earlier, but I’d sobered up. Doesn’t take long these days.”

I heard Gibbs scribbling on the other end of the line. “Now wait a minute—did you pursue her in your duty vehicle, or on foot?”

“On foot.”

“You’re telling me a little old lady ran from Shavano Park all the way to the airport with you dogging her steps. That has to be, what, eight or nine miles?”

I exhaled heavily. “She’s a supe, Gibbs. I don’t make the fucking rules.”

“Alright, alright. Sheesh. Describe her for me.”

I hesitated. “I don’t know, it was nighttime.”

“Really? You’re telling me you couldn’t see clearly in full moonlight?”

“Maybe she was cloaked or something. Dark hair, tallish and lean, about 5’8”, wearing normal clothing. Athletic wear, I think. But I couldn’t make out her face.”

He scribbled some more before continuing. “That gives us a bit to go on. I’ll put out a BOLO with Investigations and Ops, see what comes up. We’ll also go back through the security footage we pulled from that marshal’s apartment complex.”

“He wasn’t at his house?”

“No, he and his old lady split up a few months back. You didn’t know?”

I hung my head. “The job doesn’t leave much time for keeping up with old acquaintances. It’ll be my cross to bear.”

“Yeah. Sorry, Tony. Really, I am.”

“At least his wife and kids are alright, so that’s something.”

Gibbs silence said things that were simply understood in this line of work. “Get some rest. I’ll hold things down until you’re back on your feet.”

“Yeah, right. I’ll see you in a few.”

I hung up on him and handed the phone back to the Doc.

“A striga or a kalku, agent?”

“Just a guess. Can you please find me some clothes?”

She dug around in an ugly industrial armoire looking thing and tossed a set of scrubs over her shoulder at me. “Your shoes are under the bed. As for the rest, it was so drenched in blood that the medics were going to discard it all. Instead, I took it for analysis. I hope you don’t mind.”

I waved her half-assed apology away. “Might have goblin blood on it. If that interests you.”

“Next time, bring me a corpse. Your sidearm is locked in your desk, and your kukri is in your weapons bag in your gym locker. I’ll have one of the new agents retrieve some clothing from your house.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

“Hmm. You’re healing faster. Are you aware of that?”

Suddenly, I was reminded of the scars on my inner thighs. Did Perez or the medics see them when they were cutting my clothes off me?

“I, um, wasn’t aware, no.”

“It might be that the more trauma you’re subjected to, the more that your serum-enhanced body adapts. We should do more tests. See me in my lab when this case is concluded.”

“Sure, will do.”

As soon as she was gone, I lifted my hospital gown to check my scars. Strangely, the skin was smooth, if more than a bit hairy, and completely blemish-free. I was in the middle of lifting my ball sack to see if I’d missed anything when Smitty walked in the room.

“Should I come back another time, or you done trying to find that tiny pecker of yours?”

“Just making sure your mom didn’t bite it off,” I said as I covered myself back up. “She was on it like a dog on a rawhide bone last night.”

“Careful, now.” He waited until I was decent again before continuing. “Anyway, I didn’t come down here to watch you beat off. Strickland wants to see you.”

“I figured. Not about the first thing, the second. Honestly, I have no idea what sort of weird shit you Navy boys get up to at sea.”

“Ha ha, fuck you.” Smitty gave me an inscrutable look.

“What?”

“I told you, Mendoza. That spooky shit following you got someone killed. Question is, who’s next?”

My silence was the only answer he was getting. I stared him in the eye for several long moments, until the agent left me alone to ponder that very same question.
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The long and the short of my visit to Strickland’s office? I got another ass-chewing. Heck, I think they heard him all the way down in the labs. Thing was, I just didn’t think his heart was in it.

He pretended like he was hacked that I didn’t call for back up, and I pretended like I wasn’t chasing a dhampirica with a locked government file. The truth was, he wanted an excuse to bench me again. He knew it and I knew it. And that’s precisely what he did.

What I’d done was no riskier than any action I’d taken previously on half a dozen other cases. After the lecture he’d given me about thinking independently and following my instincts, getting pissed because I didn’t let a suspect escape was weak sauce. Ergo, he had other reasons for grounding me to my room.

My best guess? Marlena caught a glimpse of Victoria, and she passed the description on to Strickland. The director got spooked—no pun intended. He then drummed up a reason to keep me from looking into the matter further.

The result? Desk duty, again.

Well, fuck him, ‘cause I was knee-deep in this shit now. I didn’t know St. Pierre’s connection to Strickland and CERBERUS, but I was damned sure going to find out. Especially now that I could infer the director wanted me as far away from that information as possible.

I headed to my desk, alright. Then I marched right past to see Gibbs.

“Back from the dead, for the umpteenth time,” he said without taking his eyes off the screen. “Before you ask, don’t. The director just called and said you were off the case.”

“Come on, you know I wouldn’t put you in that position.”

“As if. Whadya want?”

I sat on the desk across from him, trying to look casual even though another dizzy spell had hit. They were getting less severe as the morning went on, a good sign. Hopefully, I’d be up to snuff by the end of the day.

“Since I’m back on Scooby duty, I thought I’d dig around in some old case files. You know, look for stuff that matches unsubs in our unsolved folders.”

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. You’re looking for files that match the current case.” I shrugged, he humphed and kept talking. “You looking for microfiche, stuff like that?”

“Yep, or maybe even older.”

“You won’t find that here. It’ll be above ground in warehouse seven. Look for a metal shipping container with about fifteen padlocks on it. And good luck finding the keys. Records division might be able to help with that.”

“Thanks, Gibbs. I’ll be in the I.T. department checking in on everyone’s favorite nearsighted ‘thrope. Can you call me when the rookies bring my change of clothes?”

“You want I should pick up your dry cleaning, too?”

“Would you?”

He turned back to the computer screen. “Sure, just as soon as my wife starts cooking edible meals. Speaking of which, you’re invited to dinner tonight at my place. Marjorie’s orders.”

“Tonight?”

“Hey, if you’re not up to it, I can tell her to toss a completely good casserole in the bin. I’m sure that’ll make things real friendly around the ol’ casa for a while.”

I groaned. “Oh, alright. I’ll be there.”

“Bring your girlfriend, what’s her name?”

“Cara. Sure, I’ll drag her along. If she’s not working, that is.”

“Well, shit, don’t sound so enthused.” He turned back to his desk. “See you at 7:00.”

“I’ll be there.”

Gibbs waved me off so he could stare at his boat in peace. I had plans for this evening, but I could work around the dinner invite. I owed him that much.

Next, I headed to I.T. to see if Melvin had turned up anything interesting on the Rodriguez and Castro residences. Still feeling a bit woozy, I turned a corner and found myself face-to-face with that blonde knucklehead who’d heckled me in the gym.

He approached me at speed, hand extended while holding a metallic object, triggering an instinctive, serum-enhanced response. I redirected the attack, grabbing his wrist as I pulled him into a standing elbow lock that turned into an outside wrist lock throw. The young agent flipped and landed hard on the tile floor.

Before he could recover, I twisted his wrist while driving my knees into his ribs and face. To finish the lock, I pinched his upper arm with my thighs to control the limb. While keeping him pinned, I gave him a piece of my mind.

“I don’t have the time or the patience for these bullshit antics, agent. If you want to test my reflexes, I’ll be happy to meet you in the gym later.”

“I—aargh, that hurts. Stop, already,” he pleaded. “Check my hand, I was just returning your apartment keys.”

My attention shifted to the object he held. It was the spare keyring that I kept in my desk, just in case someone from the office needed access to my pad. Feeling like a fool, I released his arm and stepped away.

He sat up, rubbing his wrist and looking sore in more ways than one. I offered him a hand, but he refused, waving me off as he pushed himself off the ground with his other hand.

“Are you alright?”

“I’ll be fine. Here.” He switched hands and tossed me my keys. “Finch is on the way with your clothes.”

“That was fast.”

“The director sent us to your place early this morning to run crowd control while the techs gathered evidence.”

“Ah,” I replied, nodding.

That meant Strickland knew what’d happened, but he didn’t tell Gibbs. So, I was right about Marlena and the boss.

An awkward silence followed. I felt like I should apologize, but I also felt like I’d be losing face to a junior agent. Besides, the little smartass looked sufficiently cowed, and I didn’t care to ruin the effect.

“You, uh, get some ice on that, kid. And thanks for bringing me my keys.”

The kid merely nodded, then he headed in the opposite direction, cradling his arm to his chest.

Guess I’ll be hearing from HR about that one. This week just gets better and better.
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Melvin turned up squat on the Rodriguez and Castro homes. As I’d expected, there was nothing in the ownership history to indicate any reason for paranormal activity on the premises. I still hadn’t checked in with Raine again, but that could wait. Right now, my priority was Victoria.

After I left the I.T. department, I headed downstairs and marched into Captain Perez’ lab without knocking. As usual, she was hunched over a microscope. I hopped up on the lab counter directly in front of her worktable, feet on the under-shelf as I crossed my arms over my chest.

The place smelled like formaldehyde and alcohol, and it looked like a cross between the prototypical Hollywood lab set up and a university science classroom. The difference was that the machines and gizmos in here were real, Doc Perez was an honest-to-goodness mad scientist, and I was her real-life Frankenstein’s monster.

“You appear to be moving better, at least,” she said without looking up.

I ignored her attempt at drawing me into a conversation about my current fitness for duty. Instead, I barreled into the topic I came to discuss. Sophia had hinted that, besides daylight, dhampir had the same vulnerabilities as vamps. I intended to use that info to my advantage against Victoria.

“Doc, I need to know what kills vampires. As in, what really kills them.”

“Girl troubles?”

“Whah… huh?”

Our resident scientific genius glanced up at me over the microscope. “I was joking, Agent Mendoza. That was a joke.”

“Well, you shouldn’t do that.”

“Why?” she asked with an air of detached skepticism.

“Because you’re not very good at it.”

“Yes, as I’ve been told.” The Doc scribbled a few notes on a nearby chart before standing and stretching her lower back. Only after she’d popped a few vertebrae did she deign to grant me the privilege of her full attention. “I take it this is in relation to a case?”

“I’m back on Scooby duty, and I have a hunch about one of our cold cases. Just want to be prepared, in case my instincts are right.”

Her eyes narrowed in a manner bordering on skepticism. “Haven’t you read the bestiary manuals? There’s quite an extensive entry on vampires in there, addressing nosferatu and the higher species both. Or so I’ve heard.”

“Yeah, but those entries were written by agents, based on field observations. That’s fine, but I want the straight dope. What’s your research say?”

“As in, what definitively, beyond a shadow of a doubt, will kill both strigae meliusculus and strigae nosferatus?”

“Um, yeah, I think so.”

“Let’s start with the basics then, shall we? Decapitation, immolation, and exorcism if performed by a true believer of significant faith.”

“Like a priest or something?”

She nodded. “If they possess the requisite belief. We don’t know how faith works in that regard, whether it triggers an intuitive magic effect that occurs unbeknownst to the believer, or if they become a conduit for a higher power’s will. However, we do have film footage in our archives of an exorcist reciting a rite that led to the death of a captive vampire.”

“How so?”

“About halfway through, the subject burst into flames.”

I frowned. “How long did that take?”

“Around thirty minutes.”

“Well, that’s not practical at all. What else?”

She grunted in agreement before continuing. “Acid, if applied in copious amounts, obviously. Freezing is only a temporary ameliorative, and it requires temperatures nearing absolute zero. At any rate, extreme cold merely places the subject in hibernation, until their core temperature rises sufficiently to allow their body fluids to flow freely.”

“Yet another non-practical solution.”

“I’m trying to be thorough here. Do you mind?”

I snort-chuckled. “Not at all. Please, continue.”

The Doc crossed her arms and tapped a finger on her chin as her incredible intellect kicked back into gear. “Let’s see… oxygen deprivation can also kill them, but it takes quite a long time. Silver poisoning will incapacitate a vampire, as it binds to their altered hemoglobin, causing spontaneous, explosive cell apoptosis.”

“That last part again in English, Doc.”

“Silver causes their red blood cells to explode.”

“Ah. Now that is useful.”

“Certainly, but the question is, how do you get enough in their bloodstream to have a lasting effect?”

“Is there an answer to that question?” I asked, cocking my head.

“Not one that would satisfy you, at any rate. However, what you will find useful is that silver interferes with their ability to heal.”

“So silver bullets aren’t bullshit after all.”

“Borderline bullshit, horrible ballistics notwithstanding,” she replied. “Unlike lead, a cast silver bullet will transfer very little material into the wound channel as it passes. But a frangible silver bullet, something made from a composite—now that could do some damage.”

“Sintering bullets made from silver powder. Interesting. Do we have anything like that?”

“Not currently, but I’m sure we can whip something up. As a stop-gap measure, you can always grind up .925 silver coins or jewelry and fill your hollow points with the resulting granules. Seal it with melted paraffin, and you’ll have a field expedient anti-vampire round. Works on therianthropes as well.”

That was what the armory currently issued Special Investigations and the pipehitters in Tac Ops. I’d been carrying iron-tipped rounds, as lately, I’d had more run-ins with fae and haunts than I had with vamps. Looked like it was time to start carrying a variety of mag spares, just to be safe.

“I’ll requisition some from the armory. How long would it take to get some of those sintering rounds from you?”

She glanced at the ceiling momentarily before answering. “Give me a few days, and I’ll have some prototypes ready. That is, on the condition that you bring back data from the field.”

“Can do.” I considered what she’d covered, then I raised a hand. “What about other stuff, like garlic and UV lights?”

“Garlic is only good for keeping other humans at bay, I’m afraid. Although it does have some surprising antibacterial and antiviral properties, it only acts as a minor irritant to their kind. As for UV lights, they can pose a deterrent if the array is strong enough, but they are no substitute for sunlight. Then there’s the obvious issue with keeping them intact. Even the weakest vampire can smash a light with a half dollar-sized stone from a block away. My recommendation is that agents do not rely on UV lights to secure a non-fortified location in the field.”

“Huh.” I racked my brain for anything we might’ve missed, thinking back to the previous evening’s visit from Victoria. “How about all that ‘Let the right one in’ stuff?”

“You mean the folklore about vampires requiring an invitation to enter a human’s home?”

“Yep, that.”

“Depends on the circumstance. We’ve heard reports from certain low-level magical practitioners that there are wards and spells to bar vampires from entering a protected location. We also know that they do not enter certain churches, under any circumstances. Some, but not all. The repellent effect is entirely dependent on the location, in ways we simply do not understand. Likewise, the efficacy of wielding certain religious symbols is entirely dependent on the faith of the individual wielding such tools.”

“Anything else?”

“About killing vampyri? No.” She gestured at the microscope. “However, ballistics samples pulled from the Connors crime scene are quite telling.”

“How so?”

“We pulled a round from the wall of the marshal’s apartment. It seems he was able to wing his assailant. With considerable effort, I extracted a bit of foreign matter from the bullet fragment.”

“And?”

“I’d invite you to take a look, but you wouldn’t know what you were looking at, would you? At any rate, it was clay, of a very specific composition that’s only found in the Czech Republic and thereabouts.”

I scratched my chin with my thumb. “You’re telling me that our killer is made of clay? How is that possible?”

Her self-satisfied smile spoke volumes. “It is if the assailant were a golem. That fits with your ‘controlling witch’ theory, does it not?”

That gave me a lot to think about. “Doc, you’ve answered my questions and then some. I owe you one.”

“If you want to pay me back, bring me a non-fat, sugar-free vanilla frappé on your next coffee run.”

With all the rookies running around the Facility, I had no problem agreeing to her terms. Endless coffee runs were all part of the hazing process for newbs in this line of work.

“Coming right up,” I said as I headed out the door.


CHAPTER
TWELVE




While Gibbs and the other senior agents worked the case, I spent the day investigating and debunking Scooby scoops online. It was the usual stuff; shaky, blurry video of ghosts, Sasquatch-like creatures, and little forest people, with the occasional poltergeist activity event thrown in for good measure.

Most of it could be dismissed offhand. Footage that was clearly CGI went in the circular file, likewise for anything that could be easily explained by practical effects. If I ran across an occurrence that wasn’t immediately dismissible, that got handed over to an agent who wasn’t currently benched.

With that task done, I was free to do some research on vampires and magic. It turned out that CERBERUS had never, in its entire history, come across a Vampyri magician or witch. Unfortunately, the case files didn’t state whether it was because vampires were unable to use magic, or because they eschewed its use.

Clearly, I needed to go to the source for answers. Once I’d exhausted the info in the files and cleared my inbox, I made like I was still under the weather, so I could beg off work early. After being perforated and soccer kicked by a half-dozen angry goblins, it was an easy case to make.

Thing was, I felt fine. Doc Perez had been right about the serum’s effects. That attack should’ve put me in the hospital for a week. Yet, I was back on my feet and ready for action, not forty-eight hours after being stabbed.

My bellyaching got me the afternoon off, so I headed home and napped while I waited for night to fall. To my surprise, the lab goons hadn’t trashed my apartment too badly while gathering evidence. Despite that, I busied myself with cleaning and taping up my window when I woke. After sunset, the first thing I did was call Sophia.

“Politseyskiy, to what do I owe the honor?”

“I’d like to say I called to chat, but this is a business call.”

“Oh? I have overdue books at library?”

“Hah, very funny. What do you know about golems?”

Sophia Doroshenko drummed her fingers on the other end of the line. “Is Jewish magic, Kabbalah. I am no expert, but I may know someone who possesses more information. Why?”

“This is just between us, right?”

“Of course.”

I knew better, but with Sophia, it was always quid pro quo. “I think our dhampirica is using a golem to murder people connected to me.”

“Blin, you really did get the champion of all stalkers.”

“You think? But here’s what has me stumped. I searched our database earlier, cross-referencing ‘vampires’ and ‘magic users’ to see what might come up. You know what I found? Diddly, not as in ‘Bo’ but as in ‘squat.’”

I waited for Sophia to comment, but she remained mum on the topic. Of course, I knew better than to blink in this sort of staring contest. Then again, I was dealing with a semi-immortal being, so this could take a while.

Thankfully, she blinked first. “What do you want me to say?”

“I want to know if vampires can use magic.”

“Wait by phone,” she replied, ending the call.

I paced the room for ten minutes before my phone rang again. “Yeah?”

“Is this how Americans answer the phone? Is rude.”

“I was expecting your call, and I didn’t want to waste time.”

“Time? Consider who you are speaking with, agent.”

I sighed. “In that case, let’s start over, shall we? Hello, this is the ‘I’m not Miss Manners’ residence, how may I assist you today?”

“Better.”

I waited for a full minute before I gave in to her silence with a growl. “May I please hear what you’ve learned?”

“See, is not so difficult to make polite conversation. You say something pleasant, and I decide whether you are worth my time. Is good relationship, eh?”

“I’ll be dead by the time I get anything out of you, but sure, is good.”

She chuckled, and not unpleasantly. “As for your question, it is not what I learned, but what I am permitted to say. No, my people do not use magic.”

“Okay, so then how is the dhampirica from hell controlling a golem?”

“Could be with a talisman of some kind. Or…”

“Are you seriously dragging this out just to keep me in suspense?”

“Is entertaining. You live long life, you learn to savor simple pleasures. As I was saying, there is another possibility. That being, she is using magic.”

“But I thought your kind didn’t use magic.”

“Ah, but that does not mean we are unable. Magic usage among vampyri is, how you say? Taboo.”

I scoffed. “I thought all vampyri were power-hungry political animals who’d take any advantage they could to get ahead.”

“True. But we are bound by rules. These rules allow us to function as a people.”

“Please explain.”

“I can only say that, as an outcast, a dhampir or dhampirica would not be bound by our societal mores and precepts.”

“I see.”

“Be advised, I was only allowed to share this information with you because my employer believes your victory in this matter to be of mutual benefit.”

“You don’t want some magic-wielding dhampirica roaming around your backyard, raising Cain and posing a threat to your kind.”

“Such an individual’s presence would be viewed as troubling, da.”

“I understand. You’ve been an enormous help, Sophia.”

“Do not be mistaken, agent. This information does not come freely. Someday I will expect you to return the favor.”

With that, she ended the call, leaving me to wonder just what it meant to owe a debt to a dangerous creature like Sophia Doroshenko.
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I picked Cara up at 6:00 and headed to Gibbs’ house in San Marcos. Said city is a college town located halfway between Austin and San Antonio. Situated on the confluence of the Blanco and San Marcos rivers, it’s a quaint, picturesque burg that, despite its growth, has retained a small-town feel. The kind of place where a second career cop might settle to escape the stress in his off hours.

We pulled up to the agent’s two-story Craftsman home on a quiet, tree-lined street just before the appointed time. I wore trainers, jeans, and a Hawaiian shirt, practically an off-duty uniform for cops who were required to pack heat 24/7. So I wouldn’t look like a tool, I brought my bomber as well. Despite the late fall chill, I barely needed it, as my body regulated heat like a Swiss thermostat.

Cara was stunning in an off the shoulder cashmere sweater, jean leggings, and suede ankle boots. She wore her red hair down in a loose, carefree style that looked like it took a lot of effort to achieve. From her manicured nails to her flawless make-up, to the minimal, tasteful jewelry she’d chosen, it was clear she wanted to make a good impression.

I walked around and opened her door, extending a hand. “Did I tell you that you look fantastic?”

“Only five times, cher. But thank you.”

She held my hand just a bit too tight as we headed up the walk. “Don’t be nervous. Gibbs is the most chill cop you’ll ever meet.”

“And his wife?”

“She likes to make casseroles.”

“You’re not giving me a lot to work with.”

I smiled. “You’ve got all you need.”

Cara squeezed my hand once, then the tension in her grip subsided. Gibbs and his misses met us at the door, saving me the trouble of ringing the bell. Marjorie looked almost nothing like the pics Gibbs had on his desk. The woman was slightly plump in a hip-heavy, Elastigirl sort of way, with just enough laugh lines to betray her empty nest status, but not enough to make her look her age.

She wasn’t as frumpy as I’d expected, either, with her upscale casual slacks and blouse, and her stylish, shoulder-length bob. Gibbs swung the door wide as his wife stood dutifully beside him, beaming at each of us in turn.

“Come in, come in,” the senior agent demanded.

“So this is the famous Agent Mendoza I’ve heard so much about,” Marjorie exclaimed. “I feel as though you’re practically family, as much as Frank has gone on about you.”

“Marge,” Gibbs pleaded, looking abashed. “He just got here. Give the man some space.”

“Oh, please,” she said, slapping his shoulder playfully before turning her attention to Cara. “And who’s this?”

“Yeah, Mendoza,” Gibbs said, recovering. “And why haven’t I met her yet?”

“Gibbs, Marjorie, this is my girlfriend, Cara.”

“What a lovely name,” Marjorie said, taking Cara by the arm and leading her away with practiced self-assurance.

My girl shot me a wink over her shoulder, just to let me know all was well. If she could handle the World Beneath, she could handle Gibbs’ wife.

“Geez, Gibbs,” I said as I watched the ladies head for the kitchen. “How’d a grizzled old fireplug like you land a babe like that?”

“I could ask you the same question. You’re not as rico and suave as you think.”

I cocked my head. “You know, Marjorie…”

“Doesn’t look like the pics on my desk?” He smirked and arched an eyebrow. “After Katie left for college, Marge needed something to occupy her time. She got on a health kick, started working out, got a tummy tuck, and took up dance classes. I support her efforts, so long as she continues to let me enjoy a few after work brewskies in peace.”

“How generous of you. Sure she’s not going to leave you?” I teased.

“Nah, she’d never find anyone who’d put up with her cooking.” Despite his shit-talking, I could see that he prized his wife, and I’d bet she felt the same. He smiled and slapped me on the back. “By the way, you’re in luck. Marge burned her casserole. I’ve got meat on the grill, and beer in the cooler. Follow me.”

I did as he asked, noting the modern farmhouse vibe of their home, and the plethora of snapshots and portraits that lined their walls. The pics featured the couple and their daughter, who now attended college elsewhere in the state. They looked like the perfect happy family.

On the deck, Gibbs tended the grill while I downed a beer to catch up. We chatted a bit about work, baseball, guns—the usual stuff. After my second brew, the meat was just about done, and my bladder was crying.

“Where can I find a bathroom around here?”

“Don’t use the bushes, or Marge will have a fit. Inside, down the hall, first door on the left.”

“Be right back.”

I was shaking it off when I heard three gunshots echo from the backyard. Tucking and zipping on the way, by the time I reached the kitchen, Cara was headed out the back door with a steak knife in each hand. Two more gunshots followed before I exited the home, pistol drawn.

Gibbs lay in the middle of the yard, fumbling to reload his Smith & Wesson Model 640. The golem stood over him, moaning and groaning with two crater-shaped holes in its face. I dumped a mag into it center mass, even as it sprouted a steak knife in its left eye, then one left of center in its chest.

Cara was grace in motion, moving at speed toward the thing while looping wide to give me a clear line of fire. I’d just dropped the empty mag and was reaching for a spare when the creature lifted one massive foot in preparation to stomp Gibbs into the earth.

It’s times like these I wish CERBERUS issued us grenade launchers.

We’d already hit the thing with five rounds of .357 and thirteen rounds of .45—plus two steak knives—and nothing had fazed it. I’d felt the thing’s strength up close, and I knew I couldn’t match it. How we were going to stop it from killing Gibbs was beyond me.

From where I stood, I was too far away to keep it from crushing him underfoot. With no other options, I did the only thing I could do in that situation. Empty weapon in hand, I charged and hoped the senior agent survived until I could physically intervene.

Yet, Cara was much quicker than I’d expected. She was almost a blur as she sped toward the golem, leaping from ten feet away and over Gibbs to land a perfect double dropkick on the golem’s chest. Standing as it was on one foot, the kick was just enough to knock the thing off balance, so its massive foot missed the agent.

Cara bounced off and landed behind Gibbs, cat-like. As soon as she touched down, she wasted no time grabbing the agent under the armpits and dragging him away from his attacker. Gibbs had finished his reload by this time. He emptied his revolver on the thing while being pulled clear, striking it in the torso with all five rounds.

It was literally like shooting ballistics clay, with one catch. Although each hit left nice, round craters in the thing’s pale gray flesh, the wounds closed over soon after. Shooting the damned thing was about as effective as hurling insults. I needed another plan, fast.

I slammed a new mag home, then I holstered my weapon. By this time, Cara had pulled Gibbs up on the deck and hauled him to his feet. A glance over my shoulder revealed Marjorie standing at the door with a riot shotgun in hand.

Meanwhile, the golem began to advance. I shoved Gibbs and Cara both toward the doorway, handing her my keys in the process.

“Get them out of here, now,” I said.

Gibbs looked at his wife, then at me. He nodded and headed into the house, pausing just long enough to take the shotgun from Marjorie. He tossed the gun to me, then he began herding his wife toward the front door.

I turned to face the golem, only to feel Cara’s strong, slender grip on my shoulder.

“Don’t be a hero, alright?”

“Who, me?” I replied, racking a shell in the chamber. “I just came for the booze.”

She kissed me quickly on the cheek, then she was gone. Seconds later, relief washed over me as the throaty roar of the Hemi and the screech of tires told me they were safe. I drew a bead on the golem’s forehead and stood my ground, hoping like hell that Gibbs preferred slugs to buckshot.
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The golem lost interest in me as soon as the engine’s roar faded off into the darkness. The creature turned and ran away from the house, leaving deep footprints in Gibbs’ pristine Bermuda grass lawn. Just when I thought it was going to plow through his fence, the damned thing disappeared like smoke on the wind.

CERBERUS arrived within the hour, posing as Homeland and rescuing me from the clutches of the local PD. Although I’d flashed government LEO credentials, the locals insisted I remain on scene. Then they questioned me over and over regarding what had happened, why I’d discharged my duty weapon, where the Gibbs family had gone, and so on.

They were just doing their jobs, but it was damned inconvenient. I could’ve been out getting intel on Victoria, or doing a dozen other things that would help us catch her before she killed again.

Before she kills Gibbs.

The thought crossed my mind repeatedly as I answered question after question while keeping certain details under wraps. Mostly I deferred to ‘departmental protocol’ while suggesting I would divulge all details as soon as my superiors arrived. After my people took control of the chaos, I gave my report to Cole and watched the locals filter away, empty-handed and dejected.

“Where’s Gibbs?”

Cole looked around to make certain there were no stragglers nearby. “Back at HQ. Strickland gave his wife special dispensation, brought her in blindfolded, and hid them both on one of the sub-levels.”

“He’s not worried about this thing’s ability to appear and disappear at will?”

“Nah. That place has wards and shit embedded in the foundations. Don’t ask me how I know that, or how they got there, for that matter. All I know is, it’s secure.”

“That’s a weight off my shoulders.”

“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

I shook my head. “Don’t give me that bullshit. Everyone knows this thing is targeting people close to me.”

“Still, it’s not your fault some supe picked you to fuck with. Maybe you crossed the wrong fae or witch on a case, or you picked up a curse by accident. Whatever it is, shit like this goes with the job.”

“Smitty doesn’t seem to think so.”

Cole glanced around a second time. A rookie was standing too close for his liking, so he sent the newb off to fetch coffee. Once we had a relative level of privacy, he got within bad breath range and started talking.

“Let me tell you why Smitty has his panties in a wad over this case. Years ago, when we started this gig, his T.O. was a real shit-bird. The dude was a cowboy and full of himself, and he liked to walk on the wild side.”

“As in?”

Cole scowled. “As in, dating folks who had connections. Said he was cultivating leads, but the truth was he liked getting that magic ass.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not following. This guy was dating a supe?”

“No, a witch. She was into sex magic or some crap, was what I heard. Bottom line was that Smitty’s T.O. didn’t maintain certain boundaries, and when things went sour with his side piece, she cursed the fuck out of him.”

“Damn.”

“No shit. We lost three agents that day, and one of them was on the teams with Smitty. Those two went way back. Since then, Smitty is real touchy about agents who dick around with the supernatural.”

“We all dick around with the supernatural. It’s part of the job.”

“Sure. But I mean, personally.”

“What the hell does that have to do with me?”

The agent looked away and back again. “There’s been rumors, Mendoza. People say the reason you keep that girl of yours away is because she’s one of them.”

“Maybe I keep her away because I don’t want her involved in all this.”

“Too late for that. She probably saw shit tonight that she can’t unsee. If so, you know what that means—mindfuck time. After she’s wiped, I wouldn’t be surprised if the boss hands you a cease and desist to keep those memories from coming back.”

If they only knew.

I lowered my head and covered my eyes before responding. “He can’t tell me how to spend my off hours, or who I can spend them with.”

“Keep telling yourself that, man. All I can say is, enjoy it while it lasts.”

“Yeah, well—thanks for the warning.”

Cole nodded once and walked off, presumably to chew some rookie’s ass. Me? I called a ride-share and headed back to my apartment, where I knew Cara would be waiting for me.

She was sitting on my stoop when I got home. “You alright?”

Cara shrugged. “It’s been a while since I’ve been in a scrape with a tataille like that. I’m good, but my boots are trashed. You?”

“As soon as you three left, it lost interest and disappeared.”

“You mean, ‘ran away,’ or literally disappeared?”

I held up two fingers. “The second one.”

“That thing was no specter,” she said as she pushed her hair behind her ear. “When I kicked it, it was like kicking a brick wall. Only squishier.”

“Clay.”

“Sorry?”

I chuckled. “The thing, it’s made of clay. It’s a golem.”

Cara’s eyes widened. “Do you know how hard it is to create one of those things? You have to trap a being powerful enough to animate it, then transfer it into the body, making certain it doesn’t escape and kill you in the process.” She shivered. “That’s some serious voodoo, definitely not for amateurs.”

“It seemed nearly invulnerable, too. Short of taking it out with an airstrike, I don’t see how it’d be possible to kill it.”

“I don’t think you can. Did you see how it healed from its injuries? It’s just inanimate matter, held together with magic. You could cut it into a million pieces, and it would form right back up again.”

“Just like Clayface.”

“Who’s that?”

I frowned at her. “You never watched Batman or The Justice League?”

“Never, because I’m not a nerd like you.”

“Whatever.” I sucked on my teeth and tsked. “What did Gibbs have to say when you dropped him off?”

“Just ‘thanks and tell Tony not to do anything stupid.’ You think he’ll rat me out?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve only known him for a short time. He’s an old-timer though, and cops his age tend to enforce the spirit of the law, not the letter.”

“What if he does though?”

“We’ll cross that bridge if and when it comes.” I sat next to her on the step and placed my hand over hers. “Listen, I need your advice. Who could I go to for info on how to destroy that thing?”

Cara shook her head slowly. “Uh-uh, nope.”

“‘Nope’ to what?”

Her brow knit with genuine concern as she answered. “I know your job is dangerous, but you need to listen. To get to the person you want, you’ll have to deal with some well-connected people. They protect the heavy hitters in the supernatural underworld, leaders of the factions and the like. I’m talking the sort of sorcerers, witches, vampires, fae, and ‘thropes you never want to meet.”

“What, are they enforcers of some kind?”

“No, you goof. They’re attorneys.”


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN




After I dropped Cara off, I knew I couldn’t sleep. Instead of heading home, I drove to Camp Stanley, flashing my credentials as if I were heading into work for an all-nighter. Once I was clear of the guard gate, I drove straight to Warehouse Seven and parked around back behind some vacant combat housing units.

Then, I waited in the dark, listening to the ambient sounds of that section of the base until I got a feel for the area’s rhythms and activity. A patrol vehicle drove by a few times an hour, but the guards were too lazy to do a thorough job. Instead of circling the building, they merely drove past, shining a spotlight here and there to give the appearance of vigilance.

Other than the twice-hourly patrol, the area around the warehouse was a ghost town. If I were lucky, this would be a piece of cake.

I snagged some B&E tools from my glovebox and trunk, then I grabbed some rope, an Army blanket, and a pair of gloves from the trunk. After tucking my shirt in and zipping up my jacket to cover the bright Hawaiian pattern, it was time to get some answers.

Checking my watch to make certain I wouldn’t run afoul of the patrol vehicle, I approached the fence along the backside of the warehouse. Sodium lights at the corners of the building illuminated most of the rear perimeter, but the lighting wasn’t perfect. It was easy enough for me to stay in the shadows as I scanned the area for cameras and sensors.

True to form, there was no surveillance along this side of the building. There might’ve been a secret CIA weapons facility on base, along with the top secret underground complex where the bureau officed, but this was an Army installation. If there was one thing the good ol’ U.S. Army was known for, it was cutting corners to save money and resources.

I thought back to my time in the Middle East, when troops were scavenging metal to weld to their Humvees. And why? Because the Army had sent us over with lightly armored vehicles, which left us vulnerable to IED attacks. We lost a lot of soldiers to roadside bombs, until Congress and the DoD got their shit together and CENTCOM sent heavily armored troop transport vehicles to the Middle Eastern theater.

Good times.

For once, the Army’s penny-pinching would work in my favor. I was about to toss the folded blanket over the barbed wire atop the fence, when I noticed another flaw in the building’s perimeter security. Instead of running a crossbar along the bottom of the fence for support, they’d used thick, high-tension wire. Once I clipped that wire with my chain cutters, it was nothing to force my way under the fence.

From there I headed for a downspout at the corner of the warehouse, which served as my ladder to the roof. No way was I going to enter through a door; even the Army would spring for contact sensors on entryways. I found a skylight and jimmied it open, then I grabbed a truss just inside the window and lowered myself inside.

There were cameras in the corners within the facility, likely to monitor who entered and accessed the contents. The place was a maze of stacked shipping containers and storage crates, making it easy to find a blind spot where I could drop in atop a tall stack. Tying my rope to the truss, I slid down and landed silently, watching for any sign of movement.

Alone. Good.

Thirty minutes later, I found the CONEX in question, only to discover the thing had more locks than a New York tenement. I was tempted to break them off with a crowbar, but the noise might draw attention. Instead, I spent another thirty minutes picking them, one by one, until I had access to the contents. Following a liberal application of odorless gun oil to the hinges and bar mechanism, I cracked the doors open enough to slide inside.

The interior of the container was pitch black, so I used a tactical light with a red lens to find my way around. The walls were lined with metal shelving, and a double row of the same ran down the center. Said shelves were lined with an endless number of file storage boxes, all nearly identical in appearance.

That was when I realized that I had no idea what I was looking for—no file number, no year or date, nada. Wondering where to start, and whether I’d gone to all that trouble for nothing, I leaned against the center row of shelves and slid down to the floor, head in my hands.

Then I noticed the label on a nearby box:

AEP-SNE-FH 24c

I scrambled to my knees, checking the label on the next row:

AEP-SNE-TH 57a

Then the next:

AEP-SNE-VH 12d

Son of a bitch.
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The serum I’d been given was designated ‘SNE-SH 167b.’ ‘SNE’ stood for ‘supernatural entity.’ What did ‘SH,’ ‘FH,’ and ‘VH’ stand for? I racked my brain, and soon the obvious answer came to me.

Those were the abbreviated classifications used in the bestiary manuals every CERBERUS agent studied when they started training. I just hadn’t made the connection because I always glossed over that crap when I was new to the bureau. It was pure habit from spending half a lifetime in military and law enforcement units that used acronyms for everything.

‘FH’—‘Fae Humanoid.’ ‘TH’—‘Therianthropic Humanoid.’ ‘VH’—‘Vampiric Humanoid.’ ‘SH’—‘Supernatural Humanoid,’ which was used when a supe didn’t fall neatly into a specific racial or species designation.

As I understood it, the serum I’d been given was derived from a combination of different species, but mostly based on ‘thrope DNA. ‘Thropes were the closest species to humans in the supernatural world, at least where their behavior and values were concerned. I guess CPT Perez and the lab geeks who preceded her finally decided they needed to stick close to home, DNA-wise, to make the serum work.

Was Victoria one of Strickland’s failed test subjects? Strickland and Perez hadn’t revealed much to me, but what I did know was that their failures had been spectacular. Mostly, the test subjects before me were prone to fits of uncontrollable rage. According to the Doc, I was the first to prove capable of controlling the urges the serum induced in test subjects.

They never offered details about what really happened to their failures, and I never asked. The serum was essentially a gene therapy, and from what I understood, it caused permanent changes in the subject’s DNA. Much like advanced rabies, the changes were irreversible.

I’d taken it because Strickland offered me a way to strike back at the dark, to even the odds. I knew it was a risk—he’d said as much. However, based on the number of file boxes in front of me, he’d greatly understated the possibility of failure.

Everyone knew what you did with a rabid animal. I wondered, what did Strickland do when their serum turned a test subject into an intractable killer?

Do you even want to know, Tony? Do you?

I pulled a box off the shelf at random and pulled out a file jacket labeled ‘Agent Enhancement Program: SNE-VH Series Two Alpha. Subject: Jones, D.’ This poor fucker had been injected with an iteration of the serum based on nosferatu DNA. Images were attached to the file, and they weren’t pretty. He ended up looking like something out of Tarantino’s From Dusk Till Dawn.

Yet, it was the final entry that chilled me to the bone:

“Subject ultimately proved to be absolutely feral and completely uncontrollable. Retired via immolation. Remains incinerated, save for tissue samples retained for future reference purposes.”

I dug through several other folders, only to find similar images, log entries, and terminal results. Early in the trials, subjects were almost invariably completely transformed, mutated into hybrid imitations of the supernatural creatures from which their serum sample was derived. In every single case, the subjects lost all humanity and restraint, their minds and personalities virtually overwritten by the effects of the serums they received.

Back then, they were experimenting on invalids, death row inmates, and terrorists captured during military actions. It was only later that they started taking volunteers from their own ranks, after they became more confident in their odds of success.

But then came the kicker. In each case in which an experiment failed, the subject was killed and disposed of, often in a gruesome fashion. According to the case files, this was because the subjects were difficult to kill.

This was especially true in the earlier stages of the project, when the scientists were using higher doses to achieve the maximum mutational effect. Later they became much more reserved in the results they tried to achieve, in hopes that with lower rates of mutation the subjects would experience fewer side effects.

All in an effort to do as little harm as possible to the test subjects. Lucky me.

As time went on, the side effects diminished as the lab geeks lowered the bar for the results they were trying to achieve. When I got to more recent files, I paid attention to who signed off on the reports I read. To my relief, CPT Perez’s name appeared on none of the case files I found. I could only assume that she’d been hired to take over the project right before I was recruited.

Clearly, Victoria could’ve been a test subject in one of the later CERBERUS serum trials. Did CERBERUS, under Strickland’s direction, attempt to create dhampir operatives? I stuffed the case files back into the box I’d grabbed and replaced it on the shelf, so I could search for documentation on trials involving dhampir DNA.

Scanning the labels on the boxes, I looked up and down the shelves for something that would indicate such an experiment. I’d almost given up when I spotted it, a file box marked ‘SNE-VHd 1a.’ ‘VHd’—‘Vampiric Humanoid, dhampir.’ Had to be.

Inside, there were only about a dozen case files, all thick with log entries, observational studies, physical exams, lab work, and more. Most interesting of all were the entries involving field trials. Apparently, the dhampir-based serum had yielded better results than any previous version.

The dhampir-hybrid agents were shown to be superior in every way to their predecessors. They were fast, strong, and tough, while possessing few enough morphological changes to easily pass for humans. Moreover, they seemed to have none of the psychological flaws previous trial subjects had evidenced.

Sadly, it appeared that field trials were when things fell apart. What the lab geeks hadn’t counted on was the possibility that test group ‘SNE-VHd 1a’ were conspiring to fool their employers. In truth, the serum had altered the test subjects’ personalities, making them more cunning and deceptive than anyone involved with the project could ever have anticipated.

The thirteen test subjects colluded together, fooling their CERBERUS overlords until they had an opportunity to escape. During field trials, that opportunity arrived, when the lot of them were sent on a mission to take out the leaders of the New Orleans vampire coven.

Instead, they killed their handlers and escaped. CERBERUS spent the next few years hunting them down, one by one, losing dozens of agents in the effort. When the dust cleared, twelve of the thirteen members of test group ‘SNE-VHd 1a’ had been slain, their bodies recovered to be destroyed after tissue samples were preserved for posterity’s sake.

The only subject who remained at large was Subject SNE-VHd 1a-6, one Victoria St. Pierre. According to her case file, she was a former decorated CIA field operative, recruited due to her experience working undercover in hostile territories. With an off-the-charts IQ and extensive training in weaponry, close combat, surveillance detection, escape, evasion, and other elements of tradecraft, she proved to be the most elusive of the bunch.

The final entry in her file was written six years before my recruitment into CERBERUS:

Subject SNE-VHd 1a-6 last spotted infiltrating a penanggalan coven in Sarawak, Borneo. Local sources report that subject’s efforts were unsuccessful, resulting in her capture and execution. Subject presumed dead. Closing case file. —Bruce S. Strickland, Director, CERBERUS

No surprise there. I had a feeling the son of a bitch knew about Victoria. Now I knew why he didn’t want me or anyone else digging around in her jacket.

I snapped a couple of pics of her files using a disposable digital camera, for all the good it’d do me. Then I put the files away and replaced everything the way I found it. Forty-five minutes later, I was back in my bed, staring at the ceiling and wondering why the fuck I’d ever gotten mixed up with an outfit like CERBERUS.
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The next morning, I called Raine and Melvin to let them know I was off the case. I also told them they were free to help Smitty and Cole in any way the senior agents deemed fit. That’d keep them out of my hair until I figured out how I was going to gank the golem and bag Victoria.

And deal with Strickland.

Obviously, the Agent Enhancement Project had been a total clusterfuck before Doc Perez arrived. Far as I could tell, I was her first batch, or thereabouts, and the first truly successful subject. I couldn’t count her competence as cruelty, or hold it against her, that was for sure.

But with regards to Strickland and the long line of lab geeks who came before the Doc, that was another matter. Testing on comatose patients, terrorist POWs, and the criminally insane—that went beyond the pale. Never mind what happened to the poor souls who volunteered for the program before I came along.

What was that Nietzsche quote about monsters and the abyss?

“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.”

Good advice for someone in this line of work. The lying sack of shit who was my boss obviously hadn’t taken it. So what was I going to do about him?

I had business with the director, true, but first I wanted to know exactly what I was facing. Sophia had filled me in on dhampir, now I needed to speak with an expert on golems, of the Kabbalist variety. It had taken some doing, but Cara finally relented, divulging where I needed to go for info on killing an invincible creature.

That place was the law offices of Borovitz & Feldstein, located in a beautiful new high rise in downtown Austin. What a bunch of shysters had to do with Kabbalist magic, I had no idea. What I did know was that Cara knew a lot more about the World Beneath than I did, and if she said this was the place, it was the place.

Borovitz & Feldstein occupied the top three levels beneath the penthouse suites. I rode my way up sixty-some floors, exiting into a swank, wood-paneled hallway with expensive carpet and marble tile, and just the right amount of polished brass accents. When I reached the reception desk, a pert, attractive young blonde in stylish yet conservative business attire held up a finger as she finished a call.

When the call ended, the receptionist took a good look at my off-the-rack sports coat, slacks, and unbuttoned white dress shirt. She crinkled her nose, ever so slightly, then she looked me in the eye and gave the most humorless smile I think I’d ever seen.

“May I help you, sir?”

I flashed my Homeland credentials. “Agent Richard Grimes. I called earlier.”

Now the smile faded, and the stern gatekeeper countenance appeared. “Ah, yes. You were here to speak with someone about?”

“It’s confidential, and not related to any of your clients. We’re investigating a case involving Jewish esoterica, and I was told that your senior partners had intimate knowledge regarding such matters.”

She smiled again, in the amused, patronizing way you might smile at a child who asked a particularly stupid question. “This is a law office, Agent Grimes. We don’t deal in the esoteric or mystical here.”

That’s not what I heard.

I kept my thoughts to myself, figuring I’d be better off not letting them know I knew what they didn’t want me to know. “That’s unfortunate. Maybe I misheard? Perhaps there’s a subject-matter expert your office has employed in the past, someone who might’ve assisted counsel on a case involving Kabbalism?”

Her face flushed. She was either getting annoyed or flustered. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken, officer.”

“Agent.”

Her desk phone rang then, although she chose to ignore it. Apparently, dismissing me was a much more important task than attending to her normal duties. Sure, I was part of those duties, but I wasn’t a client.

“Agent, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”

The phone continued to ring. “Are you going to answer that?”

Finally, the receptionist glanced down at the routing array, at which point she immediately picked up the receiver. “Yes, sir?” She gave me the side-eye before returning her full attention to the person on the other end of the line. “Certainly, sir. Right away.”

“Ma’am, not to be rude, but will someone here see me, or not?”

She began scribbling on a nearby stationary pad, then she ripped the sheet off and handed it to me. “You’ll find what you’re looking for at this address. I’m instructed to tell you to ring three times, to pause thirty seconds, and then to ring once and wait. That’s all I can tell you.”

I read the address. It was someplace not far from here, near the Capital, where many older commercial buildings hadn’t yet been torn down to make way for high rises and luxury condos. By the time I looked up again, Miss Congeniality was already on another call.

A half an hour later, I found myself on the top floor of an ancient, forgotten office building that looked like something from the set of Mad Men. Honestly, the place was an architectural time capsule from the 1960s, from the poured, faux-granite floors to the art deco indicator dials above the elevators, to the worn, mid-century modern benches in the foyer.

I walked in circles around the building looking for the suite I wanted, until finally, I realized the entry sat behind a double-folding security gate that was locked from the inside. There were no markings on the door, at least not to indicate the suite number, nor were there lights in the entry nook illuminating the space. Blessedly, however, I did see an old-school intercom speaker and buzzer, just out-of-reach behind the gate.

Clearly, the occupants did not want to be found, much less bothered. I glanced left and right, then I pulled out my combat folder, locking the blade in place. Holding it between my thumb and forefinger, I barely reached the button on the intercom. Remembering the receptionist’s instructions, I buzzed three times, then I counted to thirty, then I buzzed once more.

Roughly a minute later, a wizened male voice with a slight German accent came crackling over the intercom. “I am busy, be quick.”

“Um, I was sent here by the receptionist at Borovitz & Feldstein? I was told you might be able to assist me with some research.”

“‘Zey told you to come? Here? Now?”

“Well, yes. I’m with the Department of Homeland⁠—”

“Scheiße, now they’re sending die Polizei to my door, those Dummköpfe,” he muttered. After several seconds of unintelligible cursing in German, he resumed speaking in English. “I suppose you won’t go away until I let you in, ja? Did you bring a bottle of wine, or chocolates, or a nice warm loaf of bread?”

“No, but I can get some.”

“Neín, it’s too late for such niceties. I will buzz you in.”

I withdrew my arm, just in time. The door clicked and swung open, then the iron gate mysteriously gave a metallic clack and collapsed to either side. Intrigued, I searched for some spring or mechanism to explain how it opened on its own, but found none. With a shrug, I passed through the doorway and onto the set of a Terry Gilliam film, come to life.
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As the gate and door clanked-slammed shut behind me, I entered a gloomy, but surprisingly clean-smelling hall. The corridor ended by looping back around to a single flight of stairs, with a concrete landing and a nondescript metal door at the top.

I thought I was already on the top floor. Huh.

Halfway up the steps, various odors and sounds assaulted my senses. I smelled chemicals and reagents, herbs and tinctures, smoke and steam. The combination was so intense, I had to take a moment to allow my sensitive nose to adjust.

The noise coming from behind the door as I approached wasn’t as overpowering, but it was confusing, nonetheless. Clocks ticking, liquids bubbling, hammers clanking, gears whirring. Honestly, if I walked through and found a group of elves making toys, I wouldn’t have been surprised.

Whatever I’m marching into, this should be interesting.

As I entered, the first thing that struck me was the sheer volume of the space. The laboratory, if you wanted to call it that, had to have taken up an additional two floors spanning the entire building’s footprint. Most shocking of all, the place was a steampunk wonderland, an absolute feast for the eyes and senses.

One section contained what I could only describe as alchemical experiments. There were flasks and alembics, glass distilleries and cylinders, many filled with multi-colored liquids heating over flame. Each worktable also held a plethora of ancient brass microscopes and other devices I simply could not identify.

Another part of the loft was dedicated to mechanical items. Table tops and shelves were filled with all manner of clockwork devices. I spotted handheld ballistae, matchlock long guns, foothold spring traps with wickedly sharp jaws, and spear guns that appeared to use pressurized steam to propel the projectile.

Scattered around the room were several large electrical contraptions as well, each of them crackling and sparking in a manner reminiscent of Tesla’s lab in The Prestige. How the occupants avoided starting fires was beyond me, as bright arcs of electricity shot off into the darkness above at regular intervals.

Then there were more practical, everyday items. Clocks and culinary devices, irons and washboards, parlor screens and gas lamps, each with a unique, inventive twist. A grandfather clock appeared to be capable of walking on four insect-like, multi-jointed legs. A washbasin was connected to a complicated heating element and filtration system, presumably to sterilize and recycle the water. And so on.

Next to that section sat machining lathes, forges, blacksmithing and casting tools, and anything else that might be needed to work with various metals. A woodworking area was situated on the other side of the space, and an apothecary table sat next to the entryway. On the very farthest side from the entrance, a drafting table and desk were set up beneath a skylight to take advantage of the ample natural light.

About the time I was finished taking it all in, a short, bespectacled, elderly, balding man walked in from a side door, drying his hands with a clean but timeworn rag. He had a bushy white mustache and eyebrows to match, kind eyes, strong and callused hands, and a ready smile. The man pulled off the heavy leather tool apron he wore as he approached, hanging it with care on a nearby rack.

From the rack, he grabbed a black woolen jacket, donning it to cover his white dress shirt and gray waistcoat. He then produced a brass and ivory pipe, taking time to fill, tamp, and light it before fully acknowledging my presence.

“So,” he said, turning the ‘s’ into a ‘z’, “what brings the police to my workshop on this fine day?”

I showed him my credentials and offered my hand. “My name is Tony Mendoza, mister…?”

“Borovitz the elder, rabbi. But you can call me Manny,” he said, taking my hand in a firm grip. “What can I do for you, Mr. Mendoza?”

By the solidity of his handshake and his level gaze, I instantly felt as though I could trust Rabbi Manny Borovitz. Not only that, but I intuited there would be no fooling this man. In fact, I had the feeling that lying to him might just get me kicked out of his shop.

“Tony will be fine. To be honest, I’m in a bit of a bind. I don’t really work for Homeland Security, like I told the receptionist at the law offices.”

“Neín, you work for the three-headed hound, and the cursed man.” He crossed his arms and puffed on his pipe, taking stock of me like a merchant weighing grain. “You are like me, Mr. Tony Mendoza, belonging neither in our world nor in theirs. You have been touched, and whether you like it or not, you will walk the razor’s edge between realms for the rest of your days.”

“How do you know all that?”

He winked, snapping his fingers in a flourish that ended with his hand extended, palm up. A tiny blue flame danced above his hand, with no visible source of fuel or ignition, and without even reddening the man’s milky white skin. He closed his hand and opened it again, and the flame disappeared.

“I have magic, but not the eldritch sort the fae wield, hiding in their palaces under rocks. Nor the kind witches and wizards stole, trading their souls for a tiny piece of temporal majesty. Mine is the magic of men and science, of alchemy and philosophy, of knowledge lost to the ages.” He shrugged. “I have discovered what no one else remembers, I practice what the ancients hid, and I see what others do not.”

“Can you help me?”

“Help you do what?” The twinkle in his eyes told me he knew more than he let on.

“Honestly? I need help killing a golem.”

The old rabbi’s eyes narrowed. “An evil magic, something that should have been left to the past and forgotten. Pfah!”

“You can say that again. The damned thing has been killing people connected to me, and I don’t know how to stop it.”

“I smelled its stink on you the moment you walked in. Had I learned you created it, I would’ve destroyed you on the spot.” He pointed up to the ceiling, where an odd, ringed copper and steel pipe projected toward where I stood. “Poof! A little spark, a big ball of smoke—then no more Tony.”

I gulped. “Thanks for not doing that, I guess?”

He laughed loudly, slapping his belly. “Come, we will discuss this matter over a glass of wine. I will tell you how to destroy this golem.”


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN




The more I thought about confronting Strickland, the more I realized I needed all my ducks in a row beforehand. Besides, I couldn’t just let Gibbs and his wife sit in the basement while that thing was out there waiting for them. That meant I needed to get rid of the golem and take down Victoria, who would then serve as undeniable evidence of his duplicity.

Only then could I face Strickland, to confront him about what they’d done to all those test subjects. Hell, confront him with what he’d done to me. Lying, misdirection, and ultimately hiding the truth about the skeletons in CERBERUS’ closet.

Clearly, Strickland’s former star pupil had targeted me to get to him. That was the only thing that made sense. Did he know she was out there? Was that why he stayed inside the Facility, protected by hundreds of feet of earth and concrete, not to mention whatever hoodoo the government baked into this place when they created it?

Come to think of it, I’d never seen the director outside of HQ. I’d never heard him talk about family, or a home life, or interests outside of work. Did he even have a home to go to? It was as if the guy lived for this and nothing else.

Too many questions, not enough answers. One thing at a time.

Destroying Victoria’s toy would likely bring her out of hiding and force a confrontation. That’s what I was banking on, at least.

According to the good rabbi, I was going to need some help with the first part of that plan. As for the second part, I’d reserve Victoria’s apprehension for myself. It was my responsibility, and I was the only one qualified to bring her into custody.

To do that, I had to visit the Doc. I looked for her in the lab level, where one of the white coats told me she was at our indoor range, running tests. I headed down there and found her sending rounds at a ballistic gel dummy from a distance of fifty yards, practically the full length of the range.

If she’d been shooting a long gun, I wouldn’t have been impressed. Instead, she was firing a Sig, the same model I carried, from a Weaver stance with no support. And damn it if she wasn’t consistently scoring hits on that torso.

I watched as she fired three more rounds, hitting the dummy in each shoulder, then the pelvis, and finally, center mass. She then hit a switch on a remote-control device to bring the motorized dolly back to the firing line. After she cleared her weapon and removed her ear protection, I approached to see the results.

“Testing those rounds I asked for?”

She nodded with approval as she examined the effects. “They seem to be performing well in .45 auto, although I have my doubts as to their performance with a high velocity load. Take a look.”

I stepped around the bench and onto the range, noting that her retrieval platform was a modified EOD robot. She’d used the continuous track tread platform to carry the ballistics dummy up and down the range. Immediately, I wondered if a series of the things could be used to set up a shoot house with moving targets.

As for the dummy, it was composed of clear ballistics gel over what appeared to be a real human skeleton torso. Rounds that hit bone after entering ‘flesh’ seemed to provide the best performance where fragmentation was concerned. Those that passed through soft tissue didn’t frag as well, but they left nice wound channels that would certainly slow an aggressing vampire—or dhampirica.

“That’s impressive, Doc. You’re hired.”

“You should note that hits to soft tissue areas will heal slowly, due to the presence of the silver in the frangible cast bullets. However, considering the increased density of their osseous tissue, it’s doubtful that these rounds will shatter a vampire’s bones.”

I squatted in front of the dummy and stuck my finger inside a wound channel. “Seems like that would work to my favor, seeing as how these rounds are busting into sand and dust when they hit bone.”

“Precisely.” Her brow knitted as she pressed on the surface of the dummy’s chest, indenting the material. “Yet, I’m unsure how well they’ll penetrate an elder vampire’s flesh. Such subjects will have much denser skin and muscle. There’s a good chance the bullets will fragment on contact without any tissue penetration at all.”

“Yeah, but how many elder vampires have we seen in Central Texas?”

“None, thus far. Let’s hope you don’t run into one any time soon.” The Doc stroked her chin, then she gestured at the folding knife on my belt. “Although, I might be able to fabricate bladed weapons that would be suitable for harming the undead. Titanium bonded to silver alloy in a tamahagane or san-mai folded pattern. Could I get titanium to bond to silver in Damascus? Hmm.”

Once her wheels started spinning, it was difficult to get the Doc back on track. I decided to reel her in before her mind got off on a tangent that would prevent the completion of the current project.

“Do you have any of these ready for me?” I asked, pointing to the dummy.

“I’m sorry? Oh, the frangible bullets. Yes, I asked R&D to make two boxes of .45 caliber for testing. With performance meeting minimal standards, I’d feel comfortable releasing them to you for use in the field.”

“I’ll take ‘em. If they work, you can tell the engineering geeks to make as many as they can manage.” I sucked air through my teeth, wondering if she’d be able to assist me further. “There’s something else I need help with, but I’m not sure if it’s within your area of expertise.”

The Doc drew herself up and crossed her arms. “Why don’t you ask first, before making assumptions.”

“Hey now,” I said, throwing my hands up in surrender. “I meant no disrespect. But this involves magic, not science.”

“Agent Mendoza, magic is science, at least where my research is concerned. What do you need?”

“I need something that will trap a spirit and hold it long enough for me to perform a simple dispelling rite.”

“Ah, I see you’ve found a way to deal with the golem. How did you come by this knowledge? Was it buried in the bestiary entries somewhere?”

I considered how tight the Doc was with Strickland, and whether I wanted him to know all my secrets. Moreover, the last thing I wanted was for that pleasant old Jewish man to be rounded up and forced into indentured servitude by CERBERUS. Not only did I like the guy, I had a feeling that might stir up a pile of shit that no one in the bureau wanted to step into.

“Eh, one of my C.I.s showed me an old Kabbalist tome they had in their possession.”

“Is it a reliable source?”

I smiled. “I guess I’ll find out—that is, if you can provide a way for me to trap the spirit inside while I give it a whirl.”

The Doc stroked her chin as she glanced skyward. “Give me an hour, and I’ll see what we can do.”
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The next part was a bit dicier. Reports of each encounter with the golem indicated the thing could appear and disappear at will. Whether it was turning invisible or teleporting was beyond me. Hell, I had no idea how magic worked.

That’s why I brought that detail up in my conversation with Rabbi Borovitz. Manny said that such powers weren’t a common trait the creatures possessed. When I asked for his best guess as to how the thing was doing its disappearing act, his answer was chilling.

“Either the golem was created by a powerful magician who invested such an ability into his or her creation. Or, the Kabbalist trapped a very potent spirit inside the mannequin, one with the ability to hide itself or walk between worlds. In either case, you have your work cut out for you, Agent Mendoza.”

What that boiled down to was simple. The thing couldn’t be tracked or located by conventional means. Manny thought maybe if we had access to a decent witch or mage, we might use the clay we’d scraped from the bullet to find it.

Unfortunately, the only magic users who’d deal with CERBERUS were scrubs, hedge witches and street conjurers who could barely pull a decent three-card monte scam. So, I had to get the thing to come to me.

That’s why I was down on one of the sublevels, searching for the room where Strickland had tucked the Gibbs away for safekeeping. Hell if I was going to ask, ‘cause the last thing I needed was for the director to get wise to my plan. Couldn’t trust Smitty to tell me—he’d have a shit fit if he knew what I was up to—Cole too.

So, I went looking on my own, floor by floor. When the elevator doors opened on sublevel six, the guards outside told me I had the right place.

Well, what do you know? Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dickhead.

Rizzuto and Taylor practically had weapons drawn when I stepped into the hall. “Whoa there, fellas, relax. I’m just here to look in on my friend.”

“You’re not supposed to be down here,” Rizzuto replied, licking his lips.

He was nervous, on edge. As for his partner, Taylor looked pissed. I supposed the Ace wrap around his wrist had something to do with that.

“I have permission to be here. How do you think I found you guys? The director sent me, asked me to make sure you chuckleheads are on the ball.” I glanced around, acting casual. “Looks like you’re maintaining tactical awareness, not getting lazy like some newbs would. Good job.”

Taylor relaxed a bit, but the frown he wore said it all. “You’re still not supposed to be here, Agent Mendoza. I need you to turn around and go back the way you came.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, raising my hands in the air.

Then I made my move. I clocked Rizzuto in the jaw, not hard enough to break it, but enough to put him out cold. Making sure he didn’t fracture his skull on the floor cost me a few extra fractions of a second, but I wasn’t a complete bastard.

Taylor was next, and he was as quick on the draw as he claimed. When I came up from the floor, he had his sidearm out of the holster and was bringing it online. I twisted my hips away from the line of fire, simultaneously reaching for his weapon with both hands while sliding a finger behind the trigger. To my surprise, the little shit actually tried to fire on me.

“You serious right now?” I asked as I ripped the weapon from his hands, dropping the mag and ejecting a round from the chamber. “Here, you can have this back.”

I tossed the weapon to him, and like a fool he reached for it. As his arms extended, I reached across with my right hand to pull him into an arm drag. From there, I spun him around as I stepped around behind to slap on a rear naked choke.

Seven-and-a-half seconds later, he joined his partner in Snoozeville. I cuffed both agents at the wrists and ankles with disposable restraints, propping them against each other back to back. Then I tied their wrists together and patted them down, pocketing their knives so they’d have a hell of a time getting free.

Finally, I snagged their keycards and headed down the hall to find Gibbs. He was a few doors down, staring at me through a reinforced glass window as I approached. When I swiped the card, the magnetic latch on the steel door disengaged, then I did him the courtesy of pulling it open.

“Took you long enough,” he deadpanned.

I stuck my head through the doorway. The room was maybe twenty by twenty and appointed like a college dorm room with twin beds, a microwave, a sink, a mini-fridge, a television, and an adjoining restroom with shower.

“Hi Marjorie,” I said, nodding to his wife. She sat on the bed, reading a recent copy of Guns & Ammo. “Nice digs.”

“Oh, it’s wonderful. We get three bland meals a day, and all the Andy Griffith re-runs we can watch.”

Frank gave me a knowing look. “Marge prefers action and suspense. Man on Fire is her favorite.”

“I’ll buy you the director’s cut if you’ll let me borrow your husband for a bit.”

She responded without taking her eyes from the page. “If it means getting out of here, he’s all yours. Just don’t get him killed.”

“I promise to bring him back in like new condition.”

“Impossible, he hasn’t been ‘like new’ for thirty-some-odd years.”

I chuckled, while Frank scowled. “I shoulda’ never introduced you two. Now, where are we headed?”

“Us? We’re going to catch a golem.”
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Sneaking Gibbs out of the Facility took a little doing, and some help from Melvin and Raine. The nerdy gulothrope sat watch in the I.T. room. His job was to upload video loops, monitor cameras, and guide us safely past security to the carpool exit. Meanwhile, Raine ran interference by using a bit of psychic influence to put Smitty and Cole off my trail.

When all was complete, the two of them were instructed to meet me in the parking garage. As I waited for them to arrive, I changed into my full battle rattle, save for my vest. It was too uncomfortable, and I was too nervous to put that damned thing on just yet.

Gibbs was already in the trunk, just in case someone came through on a coffee run. I looked in on him as I checked my weapons, making certain we were ready to rock and roll.

“You gonna’ be alright in there, old man?”

“Call me an old man again, and I’ll kneecap you when this is done. Right after I take a trip to the chiropractor’s office.”

I heard the ding of the elevator arriving from the other side of the garage. “Someone’s coming. It’s probably Raine and Melvin, but I’m not taking any chances. You good?”

“Shut the fuck up and close this thing already.”

I chuckled and did as he asked. Raine and Melvin arrived just as I shut the trunk on Gibbs. I turned to greet them, sighing with relief as I noticed their triumphant grins.

“You really think they bought the whole, ‘Tony has a stomach virus’ act?”

“Until the mental suggestion I gave them wears off, yeah.” The psychic gestured at the trunk of my duty vehicle. “You mind telling me what we’re doing?”

“I’ll explain on the way. Hop in.”

“I’m going to end up in containment for sure,” Melvin muttered as he hopped in the back seat.

“Or you might get a commendation and a pay raise,” I said as I slid behind the wheel. “It’s kind of a toss-up at this point.”

“I’m going to be sick,” he said as the color ran from his face.

I took us to the northeast side of JBCB, out by the airfield. I wanted plenty of open space so we could see the golem coming. The fact that Victoria would have no place to hide wasn’t lost on me, either.

Joint Base Camp Bullis was a pretty large installation, so the drive allowed me sufficient time to explain my plan. When I was done, I stole a glance at Agent Hill.

“So, that’s it in a nutshell,” I said. “What do you think?”

“What if it doesn’t show up?” Raine asked.

“This thing is under a magical compulsion to do what its master commands. Until it completes its assigned tasks, it can’t be free. Trust me, it’ll show.”

“You sure you don’t want us sticking around?” In the mirror, Melvin looked white as a ghost.

Victoria might have been the most dangerous enemy any of us had faced. Melvin was powerful and dangerous, but still unsure and untrained. Outside of dealing with haunts and spirits or reading minds, Raine’s skills were best suited for mission support roles. Never mind that she was human, and therefore very fragile.

My team members each had unique strengths, but this opponent was way out of their league. Neither of them had any business in a close combat scenario like this one. To say I was concerned was an understatement.

“Let me be crystal clear. Once the golem is contained and neutralized, your job is to gather Gibbs and head back to the Facility. At which point you will call to scramble an Ops tac team to help me finish the job.”

Hopefully, I’d have things in hand by then. But if I failed, I did not want that bitch to get away. Still, I’d be pissed if they showed up before she did. Strickland would likely order them to haul me off in cuffs, and that’d be my last chance to take St. Pierre down.

The gulothrope’s voice was tight as a wire as he responded. “Why not have Ops on standby?”

Melvin had a point, I’d give him that. “This SNE is crafty. She’d spot them a mile away. Just follow the plan, and it’ll all work out just fine.”

I parked in the middle of the airstrips, between the taxi lane and the main runway. There I popped the trunk and scrambled to get the gear from the back. We needed to have everything in order before the Inedible Hulk arrived.

As I grabbed the devices CPT Perez had prepared for me, Gibbs stared up at me from where he lay in the trunk.

“You could’ve pulled over and let me out, you know.”

“It’s not so bad. Try doing this in the middle of an Alabama summer, hogtied with a sack over your head, while picking a set of security cuffs. Besides, trunk rides build character. Everyone knows that.”

“Character.” Gibbs snorted. “Tell that to my aching back.”

I tossed a case to Raine, and a larger one to Melvin. “Contents of the smaller case deploy first, with Gibbs in the middle. Set the other device up around him, and make sure the line is unbroken. Got it?”

Raine rolled her eyes. “Relax, I’ve been setting up spirit traps and warding circles since I was a little girl.”

“Seriously?” Melvin asked.

“How do you think I got any sleep? When dead people are waking you up in the middle of the night, even a ten-year-old will figure out how to keep them away.”

“Enough chatter, people,” I said as I strapped on my plate carrier. “We don’t have much time, and I don’t need to remind you that Gibbs is depending on us.”

“I’m standing right here, for fuck’s sakes.” The senior agent glared at me, but his heart wasn’t in it. Clearly, he was just as scared as I was.

That brought the gravity of the situation home, and the other two clammed up as they went to work. I checked and rechecked my weapons, then I reviewed the notes Manny had scribbled down for me. It would be a fairly simple thing, but if I got it wrong, we’d all be screwed.

Hell, we’ll all be dead.

“Done!” Raine yelled.

I looked at Gibbs. “Get in, and whatever you do, don’t step out of that circle.”

“What if you need help?”

“It’ll only go after me if I get in its way. Trust me, just stay put.”

“Um, Agent Mendoza?” Melvin’s voice shook as he spoke. “I think our guest has arrived.”


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN




By following Melvin’s gaze, I spotted the golem approximately thirty yards to our southeast. I’d been scanning the area as we made our preparations; it had not been there moments before. Either it snuck up on us while invisible, or it teleported here.

“Gibbs, you in place?”

“Yes, for crying out loud.”

“Raine, hit it.”

Agent Hill flipped a few switches on the black metal control panel that connected the network of thin copper wires surrounding Gibbs. Following my previous instructions, she then stepped away from the fifteen-foot-wide inner circle and past the forty-foot diameter outer line. Once she was clear, she stationed herself near the larger ring’s controls, just a few feet from her other teammate.

“Melvin, if this thing goes south, you grab her and get the fuck out of here.”

“What about Gibbs?”

“We discussed this. He’ll be fine until the Ops team arrives. Your assignment is to protect Agent Hill.”

He gulped and nodded. It was time to get the golem’s attention. I grabbed an M4 from the trunk, slapping the mag before I racked the charging handle and flipped the selector. Taking aim through the ACOG, I unloaded the full 30-round magazine on the golem.

Damned thing didn’t even flinch.

As the creature began lumbering toward me, I grabbed a Benelli M4 from the trunk, ghost-loading two more slugs as I strolled to place myself between the golem and Gibbs. If this didn’t work, there’d be no time to reload.

Assuming a staggered stance, I shouldered the shotgun, disengaged the safety, and locked eyes with the magical construct. Just as I expected, the thing picked up speed as it headed straight for me.

Boom went the report of the 12 gauge, and a hole appeared in the center of the golem. The creature didn’t even slow. When the golem had closed half the distance between us, I fired twice more, punching two more craters into its torso even as the first closed over.

Six more rounds.

The plan required me to antagonize the creature to sucker it in, tricking it into charging directly into the outer circle. Raine would then activate it, trapping the thing so I could finish the task. Hopefully, with Gibbs remaining safe and secure inside the inner ward.

The goal was to wait until the last second to step out of the way, so the golem would stumble into the ring. As quickly as the golem moved, it felt as though I was playing chicken with a high-speed freight train. At ten yards I squeezed the trigger again, only to miss the creature completely.

The thing had disappeared.

“What the f⁠—”

A split second later, it reappeared right in front of me. Before I could react, it landed the mother of all punches square in the center of my chest. A sharp oof escaped my lips as the gun and I went in opposite directions. I flew backwards, landing on my ass a few feet from Gibbs and the inner circle. My momentum caused me to skid further, traveling a few more feet until I heard a distinct hiss and pop.

“Boss, the inner loop just shorted.” Despite Raine’s frantic tone, it sounded like she was yelling from the other end of a long tunnel.

Gibbs leaned over me, concern writ across his face. “Mendoza, are you okay?”

“Run,” I croaked.

He ran. I sat up to find the golem plodding toward me, presumably to stomp me into red goo on his way to doing the same to Gibbs.

“Raine,” I wheezed.

“Tony, get out of there,” Agent Hill urgently implored.

“Hit the fucking switch.” My voice was an emphysemic whisper, the last gasp of a dying man. “Damn it, Hill, power up the outer ring, now.”

“Boss!”

“Do it,” I growled, looking over my shoulder to meet her gaze.

She nodded and knelt, flipping two switches on the exterior of the briefcase-sized black box. I heard a click and the buzzing hum of electricity powering a circuit under resistance, then I felt an intangible something snap into place around me.

The golem reacted by halting not five feet away, searching this way and that as it traced the perimeter of the outer ring with its dead-eyed gaze.

“You’re trapped,” I whispered. “With me.”

On reflection, that might not have been the wisest choice of words.

The thing glared at me, then it pointed its mouth skyward to release a loud, groaning roar. It leapt into the air, impossibly high, in an arc that would send it crashing down atop me. I rolled to my right, causing my ribs to scream in agony as several newly acquired fractures ground bone on jagged bone.

The golem slammed to the earth just inches away as I continued my roll. Another revolution later, I stopped, pushing myself into a crab walk position to skitter away. Now that the creature was caught, my only thought was to get out of the circle, then I’d be alright.

Crab-walking with broken ribs was agony, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the golem. Every inch I gained was torture, and with every awkward step, I struggled to draw one more ragged breath. I was moving as fast as I could, but the damned thing could walk faster than I was able to crawl.

Can’t get any air. Fucking vest.

The plate carrier might’ve kept the golem from punching its fist through my sternum, but now it was smothering me, hindering my ability to breathe and escape. Meanwhile, the creature stalked after me, its every ground-shaking footstep announcing my impending doom. I soon realized I couldn’t move fast enough to evade it, not with the vest constricting my breathing and movement.

I’m a fucking goner.

Just when the golem crouched to leap again, I heard the report of the Benelli. The round struck the golem in the right eye, leaving a large exit wound in the back of its head. This didn’t seem to faze it, but it did slow it a little, giving me time to tear the vest off so I could breathe.

Gibbs approached from my left, firing the shotgun with his every step.

Blam.

“Get away from him.”

Blam.

“You filthy piece of dog shit.”

Blam.

“And go back to whatever hell…”

Blam.

“…you came from.”

Blam. Click.

“Well, fuck me.”

The golem lunged forward, backhanding Gibbs across the face and sending him sprawling. He landed supine, arms and legs akimbo, unmoving. I couldn’t even tell if he was breathing, he lay so still. To my horror, the golem advanced on the downed agent, clearly intent on finishing the job.

“Gibbs,” I cried, then I was up and moving.

Ignoring the grinding pain in my side, I took two bounding steps and leapt, landing on the golem’s back. Acting on instinct, I wrapped my legs around its waist and dug my heels in, wrapping an arm under its chin as I slammed my fist into its head from behind. I must’ve hit it a half-dozen times, to no effect.

It sort of half-groaned, half-growled, then it reached back over its shoulder at me. The last thing I wanted was to have my skull crushed, so I pushed my head and torso away to avoid its massive grip. Instead of grabbing my head, its fingertips brushed my shirt and chest.

The golem immediately recoiled, wailing like a scalded banshee as a searing burst of heat flared where its fingers had made contact with my skin. Reflexively, my hand sought to remove the offending item. My fingers brushed against the St. Christopher medal, and instantly my mind flashed back to my first meeting with the golem.

It had seen the medal then, and it ran. I’ll be damned—it was afraid.

While still hanging onto the golem’s back, I reached under my shirt and yanked the medal off my neck. Then, I slammed my palm down atop the magical construct’s head, pressing the medallion deep into its scalp.

The golem roared, long and loud, until the pitch and tone of its voice shifted into a pitiful, mourning howl. As its wail trailed off, the creature’s torso and arms locked up beneath me. Finally, the thing slumped lifelessly, falling to its knees where it froze and remained still.
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I climbed off the golem’s back, skirting around its flank to approach it at an angle. As soon as its face came into view, I caught it tracking me with its hate-filled gaze.

“Is it dead?” Melvin asked from where he stood dutifully next to Raine.

I’d say one thing for the nerd, he followed orders. “Check on Gibbs, now.”

They rushed to Gibbs’ side, Raine tending to him while Melvin fetched a trauma kit from my duty vehicle. There was nothing I could do for Gibbs, so I focused on what I could control—the golem.

I leaned in close, locking eyes with the thing. “I know you’re watching, Victoria. Come get me, if you think you’re up to the task.”

Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the note the rabbi had scribbled for me, and I read what he had written.

“‘Then HaShem formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living soul.’”

The golem released an anguished whimper, reminiscent of a trapped animal who’s realized there’s no chance for escape. As it did, three letters in Hebrew appeared, engraved on its forehead.

אמת

I spat on my thumb and forefinger, rubbing the saliva across the meaty portion of my thumb. Reaching up, I wiped the rightmost letter away, transforming the Hebrew word for ‘truth’ to ‘death’ as I spoke the final words.

“‘…thou shalt return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou taken; for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.’”

“Noooooo,” a voice within the golem howled.

I heard an iron gate opening somewhere far off in the depths, then came the distant clamor of two million chained spirits, begging to be set free. As the awful sound of their tumult intensified, the golem’s cry echoed and trailed away, as if it were falling down a deep, dark well.

Or into the Pit of Hell.

When the last mourning howl of the condemned entity ended, the clay construct crumbled into a pile of loose, dry dust. As I watched, its remains were scattered and blown away on a rising wind. When the breeze died down, all that was left were the clothes the thing wore, the memory of the people it had murdered, and my sister’s pendant.

For several moments, all was still and calm. Then, I felt an unwelcome presence groping around inside my mind. With a sheer force of will and the techniques I’d learned from Raine, I forced it out. But not before I received a single, spoken message from within.

I’m coming for you, Tony.

On hearing Victoria’s voice inside my head, I snatched the pendant from the ground, clutching it tightly in my left hand. Searching the horizon for any sign of her and finding none, I shifted my attention to Gibbs, Raine, and Melvin.

“Get him out of here, now.”

Raine looked up at me from where she knelt next to Gibbs, tears flowing down her face. “We can’t move him, Tony. I think his neck is broken.”

I lowered my gaze to take a good long look at my friend. This was the man who’d saved my life twice now and saved my ass at work dozens of times more. He brought me onto the job, he trained me, and he taught me how to survive an unfamiliar and far superior enemy.

Seeing him there, barely breathing, with his neck twisted at an odd angle was more than I could take. Something inside me tore loose, some ineffable part of me that held that other side of me in check. Deep within, the human in me got shoved to the back seat, and the monster inside took the wheel.

I took the entire scene in at a glance, noting every detail. Gibbs lay inside the warding circle, with Melvin and Raine at his side. They’d called for medical assistance and a tactical team, which would be on scene in minutes. According to Doc Perez, that circle was good for keeping more out than spirits. As long as I kept the battle away from the technomagic ward, they’d be safe.

Victoria could no longer link with me telepathically, now that I held the medal in hand. I felt her presence just the same, coming impossibly fast from the tree line to the north. Fixing my gaze on the approaching threat, I spoke in a flat, emotionless voice as I stepped outside the protective ring.

“Listen closely, Agent Hill.”

“Sir?” was as much as Raine was able to manage through her tears.

“Whatever happens, stay inside the ward circle. Your job is to keep Gibbs alive, no matter what. Melvin, keep Raine alive. Nothing is to come inside that circle. Understood?”

“I’ll guard them with my life.”

I gave a grunt of acknowledgment, then I went to meet the black-clad figure racing toward me.
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As I strode across the airstrip, I felt the bones in my side knitting back together. With every breath I took, I struggled a little less, and I could inhale a bit more deeply. I didn’t know if I’d be a hundred percent by the time I faced Victoria, but I didn’t care—I’d down that bitch with one lung left, if that’s what it took.

Right as I reached the center of the tarmac, the dhampirica skidded to a halt not ten feet away from me. She wore belted, black fatigue pants, lightweight tactical boots, a black shortsleeved rash guard, and of things, that smartwatch. Her stance was loose and confident as she looked me up and down, taking stock of the object of her obsession.

No weaponry. She’s confident—and rightly so.

There was no way she’d risk letting me shoot her again, as it was a foregone conclusion that I’d go for a headshot this time around. She was quick, and I doubted my ability to hit her from further away than point-blank range. I’d have to draw her in and choose my moment carefully to make the sintering rounds count.

“Do you know how hard it was to learn how to make that thing?” she said, gesturing at the empty pile of rags in the ward circle behind me. “I had to trick a hermit in the Negev into thinking I was a lost tourist. Then I had to kill him, which was no small feat, as the man had skills. I spent months defeating the safeguards he’d placed around his library—months, just for access to a single spell.”

The bestial part of me was already bored and ready for a fight. Yet, I decided to goad her on, based on nothing more than cold, rational logic. The more time she spent talking, the more time I had to heal.

But I couldn’t take too long. It wouldn’t do to have Ops showing up and scaring her off. After what the golem did to Gibbs, I’d settle for nothing less than personal vengeance against Victoria.

Stone-faced, I grunted my acknowledgment. “I assume that was after you took up the study of witchcraft.”

“You’ve been piecing the puzzle together,” she said, flashing a sly smile of approval. “I’m impressed.”

“I try.”

“It was after—long after, in fact. Oh, the efforts I went through to create a tool worthy of the task. And summoning that damned Grigori, ugh.” She threw her hands in the air as she sighed in exasperation. “I had plans for that thing, Tony. Now I’ll have to do all the work myself. That is, unless you join me.”

“I’ll pass.”

“I know it was painful, seeing those people hurt for no other reason than that they were connected to you. You should know, I did it all to guide you to the truth.”

“The truth, Victoria? Bitch, please.”

“You might hate me for what I’ve done to you, and that’s fair. But until you have all the puzzle pieces, you won’t understand why it was necessary.” Now she spoke as if she were a trusted comrade, the way sexual predators used forced teaming to disarm their victims. “Had I simply told you, would you have believed me?”

“No, because you’re crazier than a sack of rabid weasels.”

“See? That’s why I had to kill them, to force you to search for the truth. This whole time I’ve been trying to free you from CERBERUS, to get you to see who you’re really working for. You think you’re on the side of angels, but you’re wrong. The truth is, you work for the devil himself.”

“Eh, Strickland’s not so bad, as bosses go. And the insurance doesn’t suck.”

“Joke if you like, but every second you continue to work for CERBERUS places you at risk. If you only knew what they did to people, my love. Innocents, prisoners, even their own agents.”

I tsked, marveling at the depths of her delusional depravity. “Yes, and even you. I know exactly what you are, what they made you, and what it did to you. I’ve seen all the files.”

Her taunting, grade-school flirtatious sneer accentuated the air of madness about her as she replied. “Took you long enough. You’d think that an operative of your caliber would’ve looked into CERBERUS and their experiments, before accepting Strickland’s offer. But no, you jumped right in with both feet, just to have a snowball’s chance in hell of wrecking some firebug of a drug dealer with entry-level magic skills.”

I’d never discussed any of that with her. Clearly, Victoria had dug far deeper into my memories than I thought. That was just another indication it was time to finish what we’d started. Still, I hesitated out of curiosity, just to see what she had to say.

“You and I are the only two test subjects who’ve ever come from that program unscathed,” she said, hanging her head. “Did you know that? We’re fated mates, you and I, the only two of our kind. Just imagine what we could accomplish together.”

I almost had to laugh. For the first time, it occurred to me that Victoria might not even have a soul. According to the bestiaries, church theologians believed vampires lost theirs in the process of becoming undead.

The monster who stood before me certainly seemed soulless, that was for certain. But if that were true, what did that say about me?

Victoria extended her hand. “Come with me, Tony. We’ll escape this madness Strickland created, then we’ll tear CERBERUS apart, piece by piece. Once that’s done, we’ll be truly free. Then you and I can be together, forever.”

A part of me still wanted to believe her, deep in some bent corner of my mind where she maintained a meager foothold. All the while, the medallion was a burning ember in my hand, reminding me of what I’d lose if I gave into that temptation. Meeting her gaze squarely, I scoffed and spat on the ground.

“It’s quite a stretch to say you escaped ‘unscathed,’ don’t you think?” I imagined Gibbs lying broken on the ground behind me, then I thought about Connors’ widowed wife and kids. I remembered how Mr. Rodriguez’s family grieved his loss, and how Isabelle had suffered. “You’re nothing more than a defective result, an abortive attempt, just an ‘x’ on a chart who should’ve been terminated long ago. All these years you’ve been existing on borrowed time, Victoria. It ends now.”

She considered what I’d said while staring at me with a cold, hard gaze. Suddenly, her face contorted with rage. Moments before, she’d been perfectly calm and relaxed; rational, even. Now, she bowed up like a rain-soaked alley cat about to fight over the last bone in the pile.

Well, that fucking did it.

Victoria leapt at me, striking and kicking in a blur of motion. Previously I’d been unable to keep up with her, much less perceive her movements as they occurred. Obviously, this was a battle the human side of me couldn’t win. Rather than try to control how I reacted, I gave in to the part of me that was always raging and roiling, just below the surface.

As I did, Victoria seemed to slow—or maybe my brain sped up. I wasn’t certain what happened, only that I found myself blocking and evading her attacks on autopilot. I wasn’t quick enough to return the favor, but I was keeping up.

Deep within, the rage inside me intensified.

We moved almost synchronously, playing a game of check and checkmate that compressed dozens of movements into the span of a few seconds. She speared her fingers at my eyes, and I slipped the attack, shielding my head from a jackhammer overhand right that would’ve crushed another man’s skull. Victoria followed with a shovel hook to my liver that I also blocked by covering, followed by a roundhouse kick to my knee that I checked just in time.

The fight continued like that for a good ten seconds, with the dhampirica always pressing the attack. For a time, I stayed just ahead of the eight-ball, successfully defending while never gaining an upper hand. Then she did the unexpected, dropping her center of gravity as she exploded in with a shoulder check and push that sent me staggering away from her.

Victoria drew herself upright like a bullfighter, perfectly balanced and completely composed. She gestured while visually taking my measure from head to toe, like an artist explaining a particularly complex piece of work to a disciple.

“Just look at you. Absolutely magnificent. A wonder of science, magic, and infinite possibility.” She shook her head, clucking her tongue with regret. “We could’ve been gods, Tony. Such a waste.”

“I don’t want to be a god,” I said while taking stock of the fact that I was breathing much more heavily than my opponent. “I only want to be rid of you.”

“Well, here I am.” Victoria made an extravagant gesture, sweeping her hands at herself from head to toe. “Be done with it, then—if you think you’re able.”

This time I closed the distance, shuffle-stepping in with a low kick to her knee that turned into a hand trap and right cross. She faded away, removing the pressure of the trap while leaning out of the range of my punch. As she did, she snapped a side kick at my gut, which I only barely managed to cover.

Using the recoiling motion of the side kick for momentum, she transitioned into a jump-turning back kick. That attack snuck under my elbow to land cleanly, right to my liver and recently healed ribs. I felt something crack as the kick lifted me off the ground and sent me reeling.

That whole side of my abdomen spasmed, a typical result of taking a solid liver shot. I couldn’t help but withdraw, shielding the damaged organ with my folded arm as I struggled to recover. Victoria walked me down, delivering kick after kick to that side of my body, knowing that I couldn’t block every one without exposing my injury to further attacks.

She kicked my shoulder, my arm, my hip, and my thigh, all with one rapid-fire combination that should’ve been impossible to pull off with that much force. Before lowering her foot to the ground, she lifted her knee and snapped a final roundhouse kick to my head. Knowing I wouldn’t be able to properly block it, I rolled my head with the impact, spinning and falling on my right side facing away from her, with my right arm curled under me.

Being the predator she was, the woman was unable to resist rushing in for the kill. No sooner had I landed than I felt her grab my shoulder to yank me over on my back, likely so she could hop on top of me and sink her teeth into my neck.

Rather than resist, I went with it, slapping her in the face with the St. Christopher medallion as I turned. I aimed the slap perfectly, ensuring that the medal struck her left eye. The reaction of her flesh to the blessed silver was immediate, causing the orb to sizzle and bubble, blinding her on that side.

She flinched away, snarling in pain as she reached up to protect her face. I drew my sidearm and fired straight out of the holster from her blind side, hitting her thrice in the torso. Her snarls morphed into a high-pitched screech as she jumped to her feet, staggering away with the medal stuck in the bubbling flesh of her ruined eye.

Victoria slumped to her knees, clasping her hands over the wounds in her stomach. Dark red blood poured from between her fingers. Her face was a mask of confusion and agony as she fixed me with her remaining eye.

“My love, I⁠—”

I shot her once more in the T-zone, right at the base of her nose. The round punched a hole in her perfect upper lip, then it partially exploded out the base of her skull. Due to the damage the round caused to her brainstem, her motor functions shut off instantaneously.

“Lights out, bitch,” I quipped as she fell in a boneless heap to the tarmac. “Tell the golem I said hello.”

In the distance, I heard the rapid whump, whump, whump and turbine whine of a UH-60 Blackhawk and a smaller UH-1N Huey on an incoming vector. Ops and MEDEVAC would be here soon. We didn’t have much time.

I grabbed Victoria’s lifeless body, hoisting her over my shoulder. Then I ran toward Gibbs, Raine, and Melvin.

“Raine, shut off the ward, now,” I yelled.

“Why? She’s dead.” Just like Raine, always arguing.

“Just do it, damn it.”

She did as I asked, just before I crossed the outer ring. “Move.”

Raine and Melvin hustled out of the way. I dropped Victoria’s corpse next to Gibbs, then I drew my CRKT HZ6 tactical tanto. I grabbed Victoria’s arm, holding her wrist over Gibbs’ mouth, and I sliced it wide open.

“Mendoza, no.” Raine’s expression was a combination of horror and disgust.

“Either help or shut up,” I said as I pumped Victoria’s forearm with my hands.

With each squeeze, thick, dark blood dripped into Gibbs’ mouth. Previously, Victoria had displayed ample powers of healing. I just hoped a bit of that mojo remained, now that I’d punched her ticket.

When I’d drained the dhampirica’s arm dry, I tossed her corpse aside. Then, I watched for changes in Gibbs’ appearance. I couldn’t be certain, but it seemed as though some color had returned to his cheeks, and his breathing became a bit less ragged.

I looked at Melvin. “Hold his feet.”

“Huh?”

“Don’t ask questions, just do it.”

He did, and I sat at Gibbs’ head, straddling his noggin’ with a foot on either shoulder.

Raine gasped. “Tony, you could kill him.”

“It has to be done while her blood is doing its thing. Otherwise, he’ll be paralyzed for life. Do you think he wants that? You think I want that?”

Raine shook her head slowly. “You may have already damned him, so do what you think is best.”

Mouthing a silent prayer, I grabbed his head in my hands and gently, ever so carefully, I pulled traction on his neck. There was a pop and a crackle as his cervical spine aligned and clicked in place. In response, Gibbs shuddered, then he stopped breathing.

I continued holding inline pressure, keeping his spine aligned. “C’mon, Gibbs. Don’t crap out on me now, you stubborn son of a bitch.”

After a long ten count, he gasped and spat blood from his mouth. I exhaled as well, finding that I’d been holding my breath without even realizing it. I knew Raine was looking at me, but I didn’t have the guts to look back.

“Wipe his mouth off before MEDEVAC gets here. We can’t let anyone know what I just did. Not even Gibbs.”

“Tony, you can’t be serious.” Hill sounded like I’d just asked her to shit a golden egg.

I kept my eyes on Frank as I spoke. “Not a peep. For him, as much as for us.”

“Holy fuck. Alright, alright.”

Agent Hill did as I asked, carefully wiping Victoria’s blood away until no sign was left. She then checked his vitals, remarking that his condition seemed to have stabilized. Seconds later, both birds touched down, unleashing a flood of CERBERUS tac team members and combat medics on the scene.

As soon as the medics placed a collar on Gibbs’ neck, I let them shoulder me out of the way. Scooting backwards on my ass, I made room for the medical team to do their work. Splay-legged and slope-shouldered, I sat and watched until the guys from Ops cuffed me and took me back to HQ.


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN




“You assaulted two CERBERUS agents, then you needlessly placed a senior agent at risk,” Strickland shouted as he leaned over his desk.

I’d never seen him this angry. Come to think of it, I’d never been this angry at him. Nor had I voiced it so openly—not like this.

After processing what had happened, I came to the conclusion that Victoria hadn’t intended to kill me. If she had, the golem would’ve torn me limb from limb on first contact. She’d said it herself, she was merely goading me toward the truth.

That was why she began by going after people who were only tangentially related to me. If she wanted to cause me pain, she’d have gone after my sister and her family, right from the start. Instead, she gave me just enough reason to dig into her past.

Showing up on the Houlderson’s door cam. Leaving her psychic imprint at the Rodriguez residence. Startling me when I returned to look for my badge. Victoria was too good at subterfuge to slip up like that. All along, she’d been leaving a trail that connected her to the killings, practically ensuring that I’d dig up those Agent Enhancement Program files.

In her own twisted way, Victoria had been looking out for me—I’d just been too blind to realize it. Now, I saw clearly how ruthless and inhumane Strickland had been in his pursuit of a stable AEP serum.

The cool calm I felt as I stared him down wasn’t arrogance, but a self-righteous conviction. Despite all the harm she’d caused and the innocents she’d slaughtered, I had Victoria to thank for that.

“It would’ve been needless if you’d cleaned up that mess years ago… sir.” I spoke in a conversational tone, but the threat in my voice was evident.

“Don’t you put this shit on me, Mendoza. You disobeyed orders, you withheld evidence, and you ran a critical and highly risky op without running it by me first.”

“I withheld evidence? That’s rich, coming from an ex-spook like you. I bet if I opened one of the cadet manuals at The Farm to ‘compartmentalization,’ your picture would be right there on the page.”

“We are a clandestine law enforcement agency operating off a black budget, fighting an enemy that’s unknown to 99.9999 percent of the population. Compartmentalization comes with the territory.”

Strickland had gone from vein-throbbing mad to calm, cool, and collected in an instant. The man knew I was onto him, and he was hiding it from me. Not only that, but he was guilty about it as well.

“Aw, hell. You knew, didn’t you? You knew St. Pierre was out there, hunting me, fucking with me. By not saying anything, you jeopardized the lives of everyone I know—including CERBERUS staff.”

He stabbed a finger at me as he hammered the desk with his other hand. “You put Gibbs at risk, Agent Mendoza. You. Unauthorized, unmindful of your fellow agent’s welfare, and unconcerned with the consequences.”

“Respectfully, sir, I had a plan to protect Gibbs. He knew the risks because he’d already faced that damned thing when it attacked him in his backyard. It was his choice to leave the protection provided by the ward circle to engage the SNE.”

“Because he was saving your ass, Mendoza.” He half-sighed, half-hissed as he plopped back down in his ancient metal and vinyl swivel chair. “You just don’t get it, do you? This bureau operates at a distinct disadvantage against a much more powerful enemy, of which we know very little about. We are still in the intel-gathering phase, do you realize that? Therefore, the value of every offensive operation must be weighed against any possible loss of life, as well as the potential for advancing our overall mission.”

“Loss of life? Loss of life?” I glared at him as I gripped the edge of his metal desk so hard it creaked. “Where was this concern for lives when you and your lab goons administered SNE-VH Series Two Alpha to poor fuckers like Donald Jones?”

He pressed his mouth into a tight line so hard, the few blood cells remaining in his thin, pale lips abandoned their station. “That is need-to-know, classified information, well above your pay grade. Think very carefully about what you say next, Agent Mendoza.”

“You don’t think I needed to know before I took the serum?” I said in a whisper quiet voice. “That I didn’t need to know about the dozens upon dozens of failures who came before me in the Agent Enhancement Program?”

“We told you the risks. It was your decision to move forward.” His crooked frown spoke volumes as to his current opinion of me. “Frankly, it hasn’t seemed to cause you any lasting harm. You bounced back from multiple stab wounds to your vital organs in, what, forty-eight hours? Those who came before you helped lay the scientific groundwork so you could enjoy the benefits of a stable agent enhancement formula. Don’t you dare spit on their memory by making them out to be victims.”

“So all of them were volunteers, huh? Then what about the invalids, the POWs, the death row inmates? What about their right to choose?”

Strickland steepled his fingers as he stared at me through those damned dark sunglasses of his. “Invalids who begged our psychics to be released from their living prisons. POW terrorists who tortured and killed American soldiers and civilians, sentenced to execution by firing line. Death row inmates who signed deals that set their decedents up for life.”

“It’s still fucking monstrous, Strickland. You know it, and I know it.”

He grabbed a pack of cigarettes from his desk drawer, lighting one and taking a long drag. Only after he’d had a moment to contemplate his response—with the assistance of nicotine, no less—did he speak.

“You know what, Mendoza? You’re right. It was monstrous. You know what else? I’d do it all again.” As the director continued, he picked up a stack of files at random, shaking them at me. “We’re in a losing war against an enemy we can neither see nor match in battlefield capabilities. We’re fighting tanks with pellet guns, fighter jets with biplanes, and we can’t even field a single squad of operatives who can match the weakest of their kind.”

“I’m aware, sir.”

“You have no idea, Mendoza. Not an inkling. What you’ve seen barely scratches the surface, and believe me, I know. I’ve been fighting this war—” he paused to take another puff, adding to the growing cancer cloud in the room. “Well, a long damn time. If you did, you wouldn’t be this arrogant and self-righteous about CERBERUS taking many long and agonizing steps to make you the agent you are today.”

“Sir, you need to⁠—”

He held up a hand. “I only must do whatever is needed to keep humanity safe. Six weeks administrative leave, no pay. Turn in your credentials and weapon. You’ll get them back upon your return to service in forty-three days. Dismissed.”

With that, I laid my badge and duty weapon on his desk and headed out the door.
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While I was on administrative leave, I visited Gibbs a lot. First in the hospital, then in rehab, and finally at his home. According to the surgeons, he’d suffered some nerve damage, enough to require physical therapy and at least six months convalescent leave.

But hell if he didn’t heal like a starfish on steroids.

Frank had to learn some skills over again, and he’d suffered some residual weakness on his left side. There’d be no more field work for our boy, which sucked, but it beat the alternative. He had no recollection of events after being downed, at least not until he woke up in intensive care. It was better if he didn’t remember, for all our sakes.

I’d started taking him out on Melvin’s bass boat just to get him out of the house. We stuck to local lakes, so I could keep him close to home. Even though Gibbs preferred the ocean, he never complained.

As we sat in the boat casting lures in the deep waters of Lake Buchanan, I snuck a glance now and then, just to be certain he was alright.

“Would you stop that shit? I swear, you’re worse than Marge.”

“If I let anything else happen to you, Marge would have my ass.”

“Nah, you’re not her type. She likes those Fabio-looking assholes.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s all I ever see on the covers of the romance novels she reads. Long blonde hair, open shirt, clean-shaven pecs—you know the type.”

“And yet, she ended up with an ugly bastard like you.”

“You should’ve seen me when I was young. I cut a handsome figure, if I do say so myself.” He polished off his Lone Star, tossing the can in an open live well. “You ready for another?”

“I’m good. How’s the rehab going?”

“Done next week. Then it’s five more months of paid vacation, courtesy of the bureau. Shit, you ought to fuck up missions more often.”

“Too bad you won’t be joining us anymore.” I snuck a sideways glance. “Desk jockey.”

“And a desk is where I’ll be happy to stay, until I qualify for full retirement and a one-way ticket to a house on the Gulf Coast. I’m telling you, I cannot fucking wait.”

“I give it two weeks until you’re going nuts, tripping all over Marge and praying the bureau raises its mandatory retirement age to 65.”

“They couldn’t pay me enough to come back. And you know what? After the shit we went through to take that golem out, I’m done with field work.”

“I hear you.”

Frank popped the tab on his brew and settled into his swivel chair. He leaned back, sort of slumped and stretched out as he looked out over the water. The guy kicked one white, skinny, very hairy leg out, then he scratched beneath his tall white sock with his other foot.

He looked content, and that gave me some comfort. We sat there for another ten minutes, Frank sipping his beer, me casting over and over without catching a damned thing. Suddenly, Frank got this look, the kind that he had when he felt like a piece was missing from a case.

“Hey, Tony?”

“Yeah, Frank?”

“Tell me again what happened after that thing knocked me out.”

I sniffed and reeled my line in. “I immobilized the golem to neutralize it, and I banished the thing that was animating it. Meanwhile, Raine called for Ops and MEDEVAC, just like we planned. The witch showed up, I shot her dead, then we looked after you until you got EVACed. End of story.”

“Huh. And you’re sure she’s dead.”

“As a doornail. I put a round through her cerebellum, blew chunks of it out the back of her head. Trust me, she was permanently DX’d. Why do you ask?”

“Eh, it’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing if you brought it up,” I said, playing it cool. “What gives?”

“Well… I keep having these dreams.”

“About the event? That’s normal, you know that. Post-trauma symptoms. Maybe you should see the shrink about it.”

“Nah,” he said, swatting at a fly. “I hate shrinks.”

“Me too, but it can help. Tell me about the dreams.”

“Hard to explain. It’s like I’m seeing things, just at the edge of my vision. Then I turn to look, and nothing’s there.”

“What kind of things?”

“Shadows, or maybe shadow people. I don’t know, it’s probably nothing.” He grew silent and pensive, staring down at his beer like it was the Oracle at Delphi.

I let him think for a while before I spoke. “And what else?”

“Did I say there was something else?” It was rare to see Gibbs get truly irritated about anything. This was one of those times.

“No. But if there was, you’d tell me, right?”

“Not with you talking about turning me into the shrink.”

“I didn’t—never mind. If you need to talk, I’m here, is all.”

“Gee, thanks, Dear Abby.”

“Alright, I’ll leave you alone.” I changed out the lure on my line, thinking a different rig might get better results. After I cast my line again, I held my hand out to Frank. “Hey, can you toss me another beer?”

When he didn’t respond, I turned to see what was up. Gibbs stared off into nothing, eyes glazed over, beer spilling out on his thigh.

“Frank. Frank. Frank.” I snapped three times at him as I called his name. Finally, he came around.

“Huh?”

“I was just wondering if you could toss me a beer.”

He scowled. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”

Gibbs reached into the cooler and lobbed a cold one at me. I caught it one-handed, popped the tab, and took a swig.

“Next time, I’m buying the beer.”

“Fuck that, you always get that fancy microbrew shit.”

“That’s because I’m a whiskey man. Most beer tastes like crap to me, so I get the lightest, cleanest tasting stuff I can find.”

“Just get Coors Light then, you’ll save a bundle.” Suddenly, Gibbs’ turned his head sharply to the right, his eyes scanning the shore like a hawk. “You see that?”

There was nothing there. For one, my eyesight was far better than his. I also maintained a habit of constantly scanning for threats, especially anytime I was exposed, like we were currently.

“Naw, Frank, I didn’t see anything.”

“Huh. Must’ve been a deer or something.”

“Must’ve been.”
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The last week of my forced leave, I invited Cara over for dinner and a movie. Gibbs had, in fact, not ratted her out. Marge forbade it, saying she’d saved his life. I doubted Frank would’ve anyway, but the bottom line was that our relationship was safe.

Chicken marsala was on the menu, but I was out of Marsala wine. I had a nice red to go with the chicken, but none of the key ingredient, due to having a complete brain fart at the store. Knowing Marlena was a whiz in the kitchen, I headed downstairs to ask if she had any on hand.

This late in the year, night fell early, around 6:00 pm. It was dark outside already, but I didn’t need much illumination to navigate my way to my landlady’s side entrance. When I knocked, the light above came on. Soon I saw someone approaching through a crack in the shades.

When the door swung open, Marlena appeared dressed to the nines in heels, a little black dress, and pearls. She also wore a scent I couldn’t identify. It smelled like roses and the breeze after a fresh summer rain—absolutely extraordinary.

And, probably, very pricey. Any perfume a woman wore that didn’t overload my sensitive nose had to cost an arm and a leg. I knew because I’d bought a couple for Cara.

“I thought you were still avoiding me,” she said.

“I wasn’t avoiding you. Just…”

“Maintaining your privacy?”

I shot a finger gun at her. “Yep, that.”

“You obviously need something if you’re down here, so come on in.”

She swung the door wide, and I entered her kitchen. “Damn, no cookies.”

“Do I look like I’m dressed for hanging out with stuffy old ladies? I’m trying to get laid, for Pete’s sake.” She did a little twirl. “How do I look?”

“Like you’re about to get laid.”

“That’ll do,” she said with a wink. “What do you need?”

“Marsala wine. I’m cooking for my date, and I’m all out.”

“You’re lucky I’m an uppity bitch.” She pulled a bottle off her wine rack. “Here, it’s Madeira. She’ll never know the difference.”

“Marlena, you’re a lifesaver.”

“You’re not going to ask?” She looked at me, slit-eyed. “I thought you had more balls than that.”

“Ask what?”

“Oh, don’t play dumb, someone might believe you. Since that night, you’ve wanted to know what I know about them.”

I sort of sigh-chuckled and gave a nod. “So I do.”

She gestured at a nearby breakfast bar chair. “Have a seat.”

Before I knew it, I had two fingers of a very nice Scotch sitting in front of me, and Marlena was giving me a very interesting history lesson.

“CERBERUS wasn’t always CERBERUS, you know. Used to be a joint task force between the CIA and FBI. The boy scouts handled domestic supernatural cases, and Langley handled those with an international element.”

I smacked the bar top. “Damn it, I knew it. You used to work with Strickland.”

“I did. He was a prick back then, too. He also saved my life, on more than one occasion. And under his leadership, we saved this nation from numerous crises of, shall we say, an otherworldly nature.”

“Strickland worked in the field?”

“Kid, that man has ended more SNEs than you have pubes.” Her gaze dipped to the bar top and back again. “You don’t shave it smooth down there, do you? Women don’t like that, you know.”

I nearly choked on my whisky. “Ahem. Getting back to the topic of our discussion—how long did you two work together?”

“I worked for him for most of my career. As for working with him, that didn’t happen until the last fifteen years before I retired. We saw some wild stuff, let me tell you. Ghoul infestations, carnival body snatchers, pale crawlers, the works.”

“Wait a minute. How old is Strickland, exactly?”

She smiled knowingly. “That’s for him to tell you, not me. Suffice it to say he’s older than he looks. Weird things happen in this line of work. Every so often, those things stay with you—permanently.”

“He doesn’t tell me shit.”

“It’ll get better over time.” She gestured behind me with her glass. “Better toss that drink back. I think I just saw your date heading upstairs.”

“Oh, crap. I haven’t even started dinner yet.”

“She’s not here for dinner. Believe me, she’ll understand.”

I straight up lost my shit at that. “You’re a hoot, you know that?”

“You should see me after a round of Miruvor.” She winked and waved backhandedly. “Oh, if I were even thirty years younger. Now go, your lady awaits.”

“Thanks, Marlena.”

I grabbed the wine and headed up to my apartment, taking the stairs two at a time. When I was halfway up the second flight, I heard Cara’s voice, and another.

What the fuck?

By the time I reached the next flight, I knew who else was in my pad. There was absolutely no mistaking the way she pronounced every ‘wh’ and ‘th’ sound as she argued with Cara.

When I turned the corner into my place, I followed the voices to the bedroom. Cara stood, arms crossed, in front of my open bedroom window—the one I shot Victoria through. Sophia perched on the tree limb just outside, and the two of them were engaged in a very heated discussion.

“I don’t care what the hell you need, chierie. You can turn right around and get the fuck out of here, never to return.”

Sophia looked past Cara. The vampire shot me an appraising look—one that was clearly meant to stir the pot. “Perhaps, before I leave, we should ask him, da?”

Cara turned to face me, arms crossed with steam coming out of her ears. “Didn’t I tell you to cut that tree limb off? Well, didn’t I?”

“And I told you, it’s not my tree. Cara, meet Sophia Doroshenko,” I shifted my gaze to Sophia. “Sophia Doroshenko, meet Cara Blanchard.”

“I know who she is,” Cara countered as she shot daggers at me. “And you should not be associating with the likes of her. Do you know who she works for?”

“Cara, it’s my job to associate with the likes of her.” I shifted my attention back to Sophia. “Sophia, why are you creeping outside my window like Salem’s Lot?”

“Hah! Is good movie. Too bad good guys lose in the end.”

“The humans burn the town down around the vamps in the end,” I countered.

“Precisely,” Sophia replied.

“I’m getting your gun from the safe,” Cara said as she made to exit the room.

“Sophia,” I warned, as I grabbed Cara by the arm to stop her. “Talk.”

“I have favor to ask, politseyskiy. Is time to pay up.”

I met Cara’s level, exasperated gaze. “I promise, I can explain everything.”

Famous last words of a fool.
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This ends Treasonous Magic, Book 4 in the CERBERUS Paranormal Detective Series.
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EPILOGUE
TOP SECRET



MEMORANDUM FOR [REDACTED]

Re: SNE-VHd 1a

Following exposure by saliva to SNE-VHd 1a by contact with [REDACTED], the effects of SNE-SH 167b on [REDACTED] have provided unanticipated results. [REDACTED] displays abilities that far exceed previous subjects in the SNE-SH 167 series study, with only moderate [REDACTED], to an extent that does not prohibitively interfere with subject’s ability to fulfill mission parameters.

Serving as proof of said favorable developments, [REDACTED] neutralized a Class 3 [REDACTED], with minimal outside assistance from other agents. Previous to this encounter, no agent or operative has proven capable of producing similar results without direct interventional assistance from a Class 3 [REDACTED] or a [REDACTED]. While this result was not entirely unexpected, it remains unclear whether [REDACTED] will prove to remain a controllable asset for the following reasons:

	Subject continues to exhibit an attraction to SNE-TH species. This could be an unintended side effect of subject’s exposure to SNE-SH 167b. If the formulation does not prove to balance out unwanted side effects adequately, adjustments should be made to future formulations until stable results are produced.

	Subject freely commingles with SNEs of various races and species. Again, this might be an unwanted reaction due to subject’s exposure to SNE-SH 167b. Certain impacts on subject’s psyche were expected, but if said psychological effects compromise future missions, it is recommended that series 167b is [REDACTED].



It is also recommended that [REDACTED]’s current inamorata be approached for potential recruitment. Said SNE has demonstrated capabilities that designate the individual as a potentially valuable asset to CERBERUS. If subject can be compromised, [REDACTED] could be used as leverage to control [REDACTED].

As for [REDACTED], subject has been successfully brought into custody. CPT Perez will continue to experiment with means of [REDACTED] said subject. While [REDACTED] cost the bureau many lives, subject is too valuable to [REDACTED]. If subject cannot be [REDACTED], it is recommended subject be retained for [REDACTED] purposes. 

Only further observation will reveal whether SNE-SH 167b will be the basis of a workable, standard agent enhancement solution. Final recommendation is to initiate alternate studies while conducting continued evaluation of current series.

Signed,

[REDACTED]

Director, CERBERUS


A GLOSSARY OF TERMS…



…some real, some fictional. Or are they?

GLOSSARY:

ACUs - Army Combat Uniform.

AEP - Agent Enhancement Program.

BDUs - Battle Dress Uniform, the work uniform of the U.S. Army, replaced by the ACU (Army Combat Uniform) in the mid-2000s.

C-130 - A four-engine turboprop military plane in use as a troop and freight transport aircraft since the mid-1950s.

Camp Stanley (Texas) - A secure U.S. Army installation outside of San Antonio, Texas. Camp Stanley is known to have a CIA presence on-site.

Celly - Prison slang for cellmate.

CENTCOM - United States Central Command.

C.E.R.B.E.R.U.S. - “Clandestine Enforcement and Reconnaissance Bureau, Extranormal Rampart Division of the United States” a.k.a. CERBERUS.

Chief Deputy - The senior U.S. marshal appointed to a leadership position for a specific geographical area of the United States.

Chinook - A heavy lift helicopter used by Western military forces.

C.I. - Confidential informant.

CIA - Central Intelligence Agency.

COMSEC - Communications security.

Con - Convicted criminal, generally used for criminals currently in the criminal justice system. “Ex-con” is often used to refer to a reformed criminal who has paid their debt to society.

CONEX - Container for export.

CDQC - Combat Diver Qualification Course.

CTE - Chronic traumatic encephalopathy.

D.A. - District attorney, a prosecuting attorney at the local level. At the federal level prosecutors are known as U.S. Attorneys. Assistant U.S. Attorneys do most of the work and are referred to as “A-U-S-As” within the courts.

Deputy Director - Second in command over the entire U.S. Marshals Service, answering only to the Director in chain of command.

Deputy Marshal - Field agent working for the Federal Marshals Service (Note: “Marshals” is not spelled in the possessive form).

D.I.C. - Deputy in charge. Pronounced “dick,” but never in front of the DIC.

DHS - Department of Homeland Security.

Doc - A common nickname for combat medics. Generally considered to be a term of respect when used by front line troops.

Door kicker - A soldier who routinely goes on house-clearing missions to hunt down and apprehend insurgents.

DX - “Direct exchange (of damaged equipment).” The process soldiers go through when exchanging gear that is no longer serviceable for new issue. Also used as a slang term for retiring something or putting it out to pasture.

E-4, E-5, etc - Enlisted ranks in the military. Below E-4 are junior enlisted, E-5 and above are non-commissioned officers, or NCOs.

Fairfax County - A county in Virginia near Washington, D.C. where many employees of the federal government live.

Facility, The - “The Facility” refers to the secret underground facility, located underneath Camp Stanley outside San Antonio, Texas, where CERBERUS is headquartered.

Farm, The - “The Farm” refers to the covert CIA training facility at Camp Peary.

Fire team - A subunit of the Army infantry squad and Marine Corps rifle squads. Fire teams are generally considered to be the smallest unit of organization in combat arms units. Traditionally, a fire team has team leader, a rifleman, a heavy machine gunner and a grenadier. In the modern Army Infantry, a fire team has two riflemen (one is the team leader), a squad automatic rifleman (carrying an M249 Squad Automatic Weapon or a M240 medium machine gun) and a grenadier.

FLETC - Federal Law Enforcement Training Centers, where all federal agents and federal law enforcement officers go for training. (Note: Some agencies, such as the CIA, have their own training facilities where advanced, post-FLETC training is conducted.)

FNG - “Fucking new guy.”

Glynco - Glynco, Georgia, where the headquarters for the Federal Law Enforcement Training Centers (FLETC) is located.

Green zone - An area under the full control of the Coalition Forces in Iraq.

GS - “General schedule.” The government employee pay grade system. GS-4 and below are usually interns and the like, with GS-5 through GS-12 being pay grades for admin, technical workers, and middle-management. GS-13 through GS-15 are reserved for the highest-paid technical and management positions.

“High and tight” - A military style haircut characterized by extremely close-cropped hair on the sides and back of the head, fading into slightly longer hair on top.

HPD - Houston Police Department.

HUMINT - Human intelligence.

IED - Improvised explosive device.

Ifrit - A demonic type of djinn from Islamic mythology, said to be formed from smoke and fire. Ifriti are often considered to be evil in nature and are said to originally be from the underworld. Also spelled “efreet,” “afrit,” and “afreet.”

JBSA - Joint Base San Antonio, a United States military facility located in San Antonio, Texas.

Langley - Metonym for the CIA headquarters.

LEO - Law enforcement officer, a catch-all acronym that refers to all licensed officers of the law, whether they work for local, state, or federal agencies.

Loadout - Gear, weapons, and ammunition carried by a soldier into battle. The loadout is always specifically selected for the purposes of facilitating completion of the mission at hand. Sometimes also known as “kit.”

LT - Lieutenant, generally referring to a junior officer (usually a “butter bar,” or 2nd lieutenant) acting as a platoon leader in Army combat units.

LZ - “Landing zone,” a military term referring to the area where a unit deployed on a field mission would return in order to be extracted from a hot zone.

MEDEVAC - Medical evacuation.

MOLLE - Modular Lightweight Load-carrying Equipment, which refers to the backpacks, vests, and other gear today’s armed forces use to pack and carry their mission loadout.

MP - Military police, as far as the Army is concerned. In CERBERUS nomenclature, “magic practitioner.”

NCO - Non-commissioned officer. NCOs fulfill leadership positions among the enlisted ranks in the U.S. military.

NDA - Nondisclosure agreement.

O-3, O-4, etc. - Officer pay grades in the military, often used synonymously with rank, although they aren’t always the same. In the Army, O-1 and O-2 are lieutenant pay grades, O-3 is captain, O-4 major, O-5 & O-6 lieutenant colonel and colonel, and O-7 to O-10 are general pay grades.

ODA - Operational Detachment A-team, a 12-man team of Special Forces soldiers. A Special Forces company consists of six SFODAs, each specializing in a different mission-set.

OPR - Refers to the Office of Professional Responsibility, USMS’s version of an internal affairs department.

Perp - Perpetrator, one who is known to have committed a crime. (Note: “Perp” and “con” are only interchangeable after a convicted criminal has gone to prison.)

Red zone - An area designated as dangerous to friendlies. Might be enemy-controlled territory, or an area rife with unexploded ordinance, etc.

REMF - “Rear echelon mother fucker.” Refers to those military personnel who never see frontline action. Usually considered to be a derogatory term.

Renfield - A human thrall willingly working in league with a vampire.

Scooby duty - Desk work, bullshit admin assignments given to CERBERUS agents as punishment.

SFQC - Special Forces Qualification Course.

SH - Supernatural human.

SH-MP - Supernatural human, magic practitioner.

SH-Psy - Supernatural human, psychic.

SH-TK - Supernatural human, telekinetic.

SNE - Supernatural entity.

SNE-D - Supernatural entity, deity.

SNE-F - Supernatural entity, fae.

SNE-__-MU - Supernatural entity, (race/species), magic user designation.

SNE-SH - Supernatural entity, supernatural humanoid.

SNE-SH 167b - The most recent and stable version of “the serum.”

SNE-Th - Supernatural entity, therianthrope.

SNE-VH - Supernatural entity, vampire, higher.

SNE-VHd - Supernatural entity, vampire, higher, dhampir.

SNE-VN - Supernatural entity, vampire, nosferatu.

S.O.P. - “Standard operating procedure.”

Special Forces - Refers to the Army Special Forces, a.k.a. “The Green Berets.”

Special operations - A catch-all phrase for all the unconventional warfare units from each of the branches of the United States armed forces, including units such as the Pararescue (USAF), Special Forces (U.S. Army), Force Recon (U.S. Marines), MSRT (USCG), and SEALs (U.S. Navy).

Squad - The second smallest unit of organization in the Army and Marine Corps. Squads generally consist of four to 10 soldiers, and platoons consist of 16 to 44 soldiers divided into three or four squads. In the Army there are typically three or four platoons per company, four to six companies in a battalion, two to five battalions in a brigade, and three or more brigades in a division.

Suspect - One who is suspected to have committed a crime.

Unsub - Unknown subject; an unidentified subject of an investigation.

USMS - United States Marshals Service.
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