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        I don’t know you, but I see you in my dreams. You’re coming for me. One day you’ll find me. And when you do, I’ll already be dead. Same as you.

        — FAITH REGAN, LAKE ISABELLA
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      What I’m about to tell you sounds crazy. I died. More on that later. I’m still piecing together the story. Each fragment is like a Post-it I was lucky enough to pull from deep inside my disjointed memory. Or from a trusted friend. Or an enemy. A lot of it’s jumbled—maybe even made up. Who the hell knows? But I’m here to debrief. So buckle the eff up.

      I used to have a name. Bear with me—it’ll come to me. For now, I can tell you I was a PFC—Private First Class—in the United States Marine Corps. Oorah. They deployed me to Afghanistan, along with Lance Corporal Tyler Berry. There were others whose names I can’t recall. We joined a squad of men and women—many who’d seen combat. I thought we’d get the lay of the land first. I was wrong.

      They sent us north to the White Mountains near the border with Pakistan. The same mountains Bin Laden hid out in when we couldn’t find him during the Tora Bora offensive. Now, the Marines were here on a night raid to clean out a nest of IS fighters.

      When we arrived in the village at the foot of the mountains, we found we weren’t alone. The dead had gotten there ahead of us. I remember glimpses. A cold, driving rain, coming down like glass knives on flesh over us and hundreds of corpses. The worst were the children, smashed like bugs in a coffee can. No one left to mourn the small, still bodies.

      Wearing NVG—night vision goggles—we hid behind white stone houses as intense streams of gunfire assaulted us. IS tracer rounds zinging through the air like fireflies on meth. My friend was on my left. We shared the unspoken language of trust, Tyler and me. A knowledge deep in our young souls that one would not let the other come to any harm. I wish I’d done better by him.

      Lt. Gorman, teeth clenched, gripped his M4 and peered across the way at a walled compound known as a qalat. That’s where the rest of our squad was hiding. A river of fast-moving water separated us, carrying the dead and dying with it. When the lieutenant gave us the signal, my chest tightened and my pulse quickened. I looked at Tyler, who nodded. We advanced, heading to where the shooting came from. Another glorious day in the Corps.

      As enemy fire intensified, I took the lead, with Tyler next to me. Using the shadows as cover, we made it past the first few houses. We ducked into a narrow alley as an angry stream of bullets caught Blevins. The impact sent him spinning and falling hard on the wet stones. My instinct was to save him, but he was gone. First tour too. Like me. Guy was motarded—loved this combat shit.

      The insurgents hid behind a cluster of dwellings to the right. Blinded by the rain, I focused on Tyler. Though he was a lance corporal, he was never part of the underground where bad information gets passed around like Pokémon cards. And his cutting score was high enough for him to make terminal lance. Tyler was a brother.

      In the distance, a haji darted across the path ahead of us. Must’ve gotten separated from his unit. I was convinced he was the one who’d killed Blevins. Using my NVG, I tracked him as he ran. Rays of moonlight shone from behind dark clouds. Behind him, the steep stone stairs carved into the mountain seemed to rise toward heaven. I didn’t know it then, but for me, those steps would lead somewhere else.

      I pointed my M4, steadied myself, and fired. It was good. The kill shot sent the bullet tearing out the back of the insurgent’s head. The fragments exploded outward in a scarlet bloom between his surprised eyes. Bright blood sprayed everywhere. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he fell in slow-mo. When he dropped, he didn’t make a sound.

      Lt. Gorman gave us the signal. Time to advance again. I turned to Tyler, closed my eyes, and took a breath. He was shorter than me. But I’m tall for a girl—six feet. It was better he was behind me. I’d protect him. He gripped my shoulder and spoke the last words I would ever hear him say.

      “You got this.”

      I ran full out, firing as oncoming bullets whizzed past. Someone cried out. Veering, I flattened myself against a building. Holding my weapon tight against my body armor. Wishing I could melt into the wall. Tyler was hit. He lay face down in a rush of dark water. I scanned the darkness, hoping to spot a medic.

      Across the way, the rest of the squad took heavy fire and returned it in equal measure. I signaled them to cover me. As they let loose a maelstrom against unseen hostiles, I went after my friend. I’m small-boned but stronger than I look. I deadlifted his limp body and carried him to the nearest building.

      When I got to the corner, a scorching round struck me in the shoulder. Grimacing from the pain, I drove on. The platoon took out more of the enemy, but insurgents were hiding near the base of the stairs. I could almost feel their body heat. The rain was relentless. Tyler was breathing, but he was in a bad way. I examined myself. I’d taken a bullet under my OTV—bleeding badly. I wished I’d had a QuikClot pack. No idea where the medics were. It looked like we were on our own.

      More bullets came at me from the rear like murder hornets. The enemy had moved and was closing in. My one chance was up those stairs. I’d have to leave my friend behind. Maybe the insurgents would think he was dead.

      Gritting my teeth against the pain, I dragged Tyler’s unconscious body deep into the shadows and propped him up against the bullet-scarred wall. I faced the stairs, my breath ragged. From out of the sky, a single yellow ray of light fell. It showed me the way.

      My brother, Bo, stood next to me in the pouring rain, wearing battle rattle. He was four years older than me. And even taller. He resembled an avenging angel as he loomed over me. I knew the look.

      “What are you waiting for?” he said. “Run.”

      Nodding, I gripped my rifle and dashed toward the stairs, firing to the left and right. If I hadn’t been injured, I might’ve made it all the way up. A hail of gunfire cut me down. It struck me in the legs and sent me forward onto the slick, muddy steps. Screaming, I tried getting up, but I couldn’t. Bo stood over me, impervious to the bullets raining down on us. His face was wet and shiny, and he was angry as hell.

      “Get up,” he said.

      “I can’t.”

      Big mistake. He grabbed me by the scruff of the neck—the way he used to when I was ten. I remembered falling during the endless training he put me through. He’d stick his face up against mine until his beard stubble chafed me raw. No mercy in those eyes.

      “Excuse me?” he said, then glanced back. “Behind you.”

      Groaning, I turned in time to see a haji approaching fast, about to fire. I found my service pistol, and with one clean shot, I brought him down. Whimpering, I fought my way up the stairs one by one on my belly, using my elbows. My blood mixed with the rain.

      The gunfire changed direction. The platoon must’ve drawn off the insurgents. I was near the top now. Distant voices shouted, punctuated by nonstop shooting. I looked up. Something in a deep mist floated in front of me. The brightness hurt my eyes, and I tore off the goggles. When my eyes adjusted, I looked again.

      It was a strange old man, with long, stringy yellow-white hair and a full beard. One eye was clouded over like bad milk. He wore an old gray suit and sandals, and a white scarf. Strings of bright beads hung from his neck. On his head, a red, green, and white turban. During MOS training, I’d read up on Afghanistan and knew what he was.

      A malang.

      Villagers feared these shamans because of their power, real or imagined. It was said they could summon a demon and make it do their bidding. In this case, a demon being a djinn. And now, here he was. Perched at the top of the stairs in the rain. Unafraid.

      “Help!” I said, reaching toward him. “Help me!”

      He stared at me with his good eye, tilting his head like a curious dog. I dug way down deep and brought up the little Pashto I knew.

      “Mehrbanai wakrai, zama marasti ta arzya laram!”

      He didn’t react—the bastard. Instead, he waited until I’d reached the top, barely alive and almost bled out. Soon, I’d lose consciousness. Lifting me, he helped me into his house, which overlooked the stairs. Like some fairy tale, a yellow glow poured out of the small, curtainless windows. It was eerily inviting.

      The house was rustic but clean, the dirt floor covered in rugs. Candles burned everywhere atop simple homemade furniture. The odor of dinner hung in the air—lamb with saffron rice. As bad off as I was, the smell made me hungry.

      The old man laid me on my back in the center of the room and removed my helmet, revealing a shorn head of hair. He peeled off my Kevlar and other gear. It was hard to keep my eyes open. I craved the comforting sleep of death.

      After he left me, I became delirious. When he returned, he was carrying an old, chipped coffee mug. I recognized the writing on the side. USMC. Embrace the Suck. Had one of our guys befriended him?

      He helped me up and offered me the drink. When I smelled the cardamom, I knew it was Afghan tea. I swallowed the pungent, slightly sweet liquid. Coughing, I lay back down. The malang began a slow, dark chant, his voice strong beyond his years. His breath reeked of tobacco and tea. He wiped my face, neck, and hands with a wet towel. The coolness soothed me, distracting me from the intense pain.

      A sudden explosion rocked the house, sending the shaman onto his side. Struggling to his feet, he made his way to the window and turned back to me. He pointed outside and said something I couldn’t understand. Now, more explosions as missiles from the sky struck the village. Yut, we’d gotten our air support! I should’ve evacuated with the rest of the platoon. Too late now.

      My vision blurred. I could just make out the lined face of the crazy old dude as I slipped away. He gave me a smile through a handful of rotting teeth. As he waved his hands over me, a low-pitch humming—like something out of hell—caused the floor to vibrate. An intense heat radiated from my body like a fever. Then the real fun started.

      Spent bloody bullets ascended from my body in slow-mo. Dull and misshapen in the yellow light, the slugs looked like bizarro raindrops in reverse. I tried looking down at my body, but I was in too much pain. The malang continued to chant.

      Bullets kept rising, until all of them had left me and came to rest in his hands. A sudden wind blew, shaking the house and taking out the candle flames. Dirt from the floor swirled into a spinning cloud of powder, making it hard to see. The cyclone rose like Lazarus into…

      A creature.

      It was a thing black like the night—a djinn. Amorphous and cloying, with horrible red eyes. Drifting toward me in a poisonous cloud of menace, it terrified me. I would’ve cried out, but I was too weak. Instead, I lay there, waiting for the ungodly thing to consume me.

      Moaning, I whipped my head from side to side. I was unaware of what was coming as the infernal chanting grew louder. The djinn’s burning breath poured over me like demon coal fire. My heart raced to the end. But of what?

      The malang shouted a command. Inside a fierce wind, the monster rushed to my side, its hot red eyes boring into me. The cursed thing raised a skeletal finger adorned with a decorated black fingernail. The djinn pressed it to my pounding heart. Excruciating pain ignited like fire from my chest and spread to my extremities. My eyes wide open, I released a final breath. And I stopped moving.

      I believe I left my body. Because now, the old man and the demon were below me, lingering over me as I lay motionless. My vacant eyes open wide.

      That’s when I knew I was dead.
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      When I opened my eyes, I was in water under low lights. I remembered gunfire and people shouting. This wasn’t Afghanistan. I didn’t know where I was. After the bullet bursts, there was an explosion. Sounded like a grenade. All I knew for sure was, I didn’t know shit.

      I lay naked in a tank filled with wires and tubes attached to my body. My skin has always been pale. Now, it looked bloodless in the bluish glow of the LED lights lining the top of the unit. I tried moving. No pain to speak of, but I was weak. I called out. What came back was a feeble croak.

      It took all my strength to get into a sitting position. I wished I hadn’t. Rows of coffin-like tanks identical to mine surrounded me. Each gave off the same eerie blue glow. Besides me, nothing else moved.

      I ripped away everything that was in me or on me and climbed out. My legs were wobbly, so I stretched. I half expected to see my brother Bo pissed off. Ordering me to get dressed. Dripping wet, I padded toward a nearby tank. A man in his early twenties lay motionless, his eyes closed.

      Blevins.

      I could tell it was him by his blond hair. He wasn’t breathing. Though he’d been shot many times in the Afghan village, I didn’t see a single wound. Unlike my tank, the water in his was black.

      Feeling stronger, I returned to my container and dipped my hand. Something flashed on the side of the unit. Kneeling, I found a lighted panel, where a message repeated. Malfunction. Press for more information.

      The room was deathly quiet. Shivering, I wandered up and down the rows of tanks. All contained naked bodies—male and female. Like Blevins, they marinated in black water. Some I recognized, most I didn’t. And Tyler—where was he?

      None of the other containers flashed red. Was I the only one alive? My mind drifted back to the firefight in the White Mountains. I made a careful examination of the places I’d been shot. Like Blevins, no bullet wounds—not even a scratch. No way I’d dreamt the whole thing. Yet now, my hair was long and fell over my shoulders. Way past regulation.

      I didn’t know what danger lay outside. One thing for sure, I needed clothes. And a weapon. I crossed to the door and peered into the darkened hallway. Nothing but dense shadows. The silence put me on edge.

      Keeping to the wall, I made my way along the corridor. Something lay on the ground up ahead. It was a man in a guard uniform. I checked to see if he was alive. Negative. Someone had slit his throat in one clean stroke. A pool of dark, coagulated blood formed a halo around his head. I took his clothes and gun.

      Gathering up my hair, I tucked it under the cap. Everything was baggy on me. The shoes were too big and the pants too short. The shirt was crusted with blood. Also, this guy had some major BO. At least I had a weapon.

      Up ahead, I saw a lighted enclosure with elevators inside. I started toward it. Behind me, a rhythmic metallic sound broke through the silence. It was like nothing I’d ever heard before. Definitely not a gun. Raising my weapon, I pivoted. A blond man stood there, tapping a strange-looking knife against a metal post. He was shirtless and barefoot. But it was the eyes—they glowed purple. What the eff?

      When he came toward me, I fired three times. Every round hit him in the midsection. Stopping, he looked at himself. Stuck his finger into one of the holes. He licked off the blood and grinned. Before I could fire at the psycho again, someone yanked me from behind into the shadows. My strength returning, I pulled free. A frightened guard put a finger to his lips. He took my hand and led me down a narrow corridor. Away from the freak with the purple eyes.

      

      We arrived at a pair of steel doors. Using his ID badge, the guard opened one and slipped inside. Glancing behind me, I followed. We stood in the foyer of a brightly lit hospital wing with an abandoned nurses’ station. He pointed at my shirt.

      “Are you injured?” he said.

      “What the hell was that back there?” My voice sounded rough. Talking made my throat hurt.

      “Alpha.” His eyes darted like a nervous chihuahua. “They’re an experiment.”

      “They?” I said. “You mean, there are more?”

      “Black Dragon might’ve killed most of ’em.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re not one of us,” he said, backing away. “Who are you?”

      “That’s not important right now.”

      “Why?”

      I broke it down for him Barney style. “We need to leave. There’s prob’ly more of those things. I don’t know about you, but I’m not dying in here.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” another voice said.

      The guard looked past me. Damn. As I raised my hands, someone relieved me of my weapon and ID badge. Now there were two assholes. The new one pointed a gun at my head. He had a face like an identikit and wore glasses.

      “Man asked you a question,” the second one said. “Who are you?”

      Using my peripheral vision, I searched for a way out. “I have no idea.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, one minute, I was in Afghanistan. And now I’m here.”

      “Afghanistan? Dude, she’s one of them.”

      Laughing, Asshole #2 slugged his partner in the arm. Turning serious, he pulled him aside like I wasn’t there.

      “You know what we have to do, right?” he said.

      “Huh? No, no, no. Travis, I can’t…”

      “We talked about this. I thought you wanted to be a hero.”

      Enough. While these two superheroes conspired against me, I took the gun away from the second guard and shot him in the head. Stunned, Asshole #1 watched as his friend hit the floor. Grabbing his weapon, I glared at him. He pissed himself.

      “Don’t kill me!” he said. “Oh jeez. I-I was… Come on, really? I was never going to⁠—”

      “Shut up.”

      I considered killing him anyway. But, like it or not, the gomer was my ticket out of this hellhole. I lowered my gun and grabbed his face.

      “We’re getting out of here,” I said.
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      Like an abandoned puppy, the guard stared at his dead friend’s body.

      “Is there another way out?” I said.

      Stinking of urine, the goof pointed. “Through there.”

      “Show me.”

      He scooted down the hallway past the nurses’ station toward a side corridor. We passed a long glass wall. A set of clear doors stood in the middle. Beyond that was a white room with a hospital bed, the sheets crusted with dried blood. I grabbed his shirt, and we stopped.

      Inside on the floor, there were three bodies—all men. One wearing a gray suit lay on his back. His heart was missing. Another, also in a gray suit, was on his stomach, his head unnaturally twisted. And the third? He was the worst. Dressed in a black suit, he lay on his side facing us. His eyes were gouged out. And his throat was torn open, as if by a wild animal.

      “When did it happen?” I said.

      The guard shook his head. “Early this morning.”

      “And the explosion?”

      “That was Black Dragon.” He caught my look of confusion. “They’re a private security outfit.”

      “Is that who you work for?”

      “I wish,” he said, snorting.

      

      Soon, we found an exit. The guard stopped in front of the door and gawked at me like a dog who’d crapped the carpet.

      “It’s not safe out there,” he said. “I need a gun.”

      I pulled the second weapon from my belt and handed it to him. As he took it, I stuck my barrel in his ear. He piddled again.

      “You so much as think about messing with me, and I will end you.”

      “I-I would never⁠—”

      “And stop peeing. You’re gonna leave a trail. What’s your name?”

      “Brandon?”

      We took a minute to check our weapons. I pressed the magazine release button. The mag dropped in my hand, and I examined the witness holes.

      “I’ve got six rounds,” I said. “You?”

      “One.”

      I wasn’t sure I trusted him. Waiting a beat, I gave him two of mine. “Okay, Brandon. Are the elevators I saw earlier the best way out?”

      “I know a better way.”

      He opened the door, and we entered a dark hallway. Up ahead, there were two steel doors. We grabbed the handles and pulled. Inside, the lights were on, revealing a massive concrete room. The center of the floor was made of metal.

      One wall was bullet scarred and coated with old blood. In front of it, anchored to the floor, stood a row of steel stands maybe six feet high—tall enough for a man. Each had metal hand and ankle cuffs. At the other end of the room, there was a long table with weapons mounted on it. I identified assault rifles, shotguns, and handguns. The video cameras helped me put it together. Somebody was doing target practice on people. And filming it.

      “Where to?” I said.

      He pointed at a door across the way. Like the others, it was made of steel and had a small wire glass window. Following him, I stepped on the metal part of the floor.

      The guard looked at where I was standing. “Careful.”

      After we reached the other side, I peered through the little window. The room was dark; small and bare. It didn’t look like there was another way out.

      “The alpha you saw knows where we’re going,” he said.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because they’re hunters. Why do you think they have those postmortem knives? Once we get through here, we can make a run for it.”

      I entered first, and the door slammed behind me. Brandon made goofy faces at me through the glass. Furious, I went for the doorknob. There wasn’t one. I pointed my weapon at him. But I realized the glass might be bulletproof. With the resulting ricochet, I’d only be hurting myself.

      “Why?” I said through the glass.

      “Because you’re a loose end.”

      “What?”

      “You were supposed to die.”

      “Why?”

      “Travis was right. I am a hero. I bet Amber will have sex with me now.” Then to me, “I’ll be back.”

      He shook his wet leg and headed for the exit. Motherf… I switched on the lights and made a careful examination of my surroundings. The room was maybe ten by twelve. I guessed it was a holding pen for the test subjects. There was an air vent in the ceiling. Though I was tall, there was no way for me to reach it without a chair.

      Outside, a bloodcurdling shriek broke the silence. I peered through the window. The steel doors were open. Something rolled across the floor like a bowling ball and stopped short of my door. It was Brandon’s head.

      The blond alpha I’d seen earlier burst into the room, followed by a dark-haired companion. Moving away from the window, I pressed myself against the wall. I could stay quiet until they went away. But I’d have no way to get out. And if they found me, they’d kill me for sure.

      I reviewed my options and decided. I’d have to trap one inside here and kill the other. I checked the window again. The alphas prowled the room like panthers, then split up. The dark-haired hostile went behind the long table. Blondie dropped to one knee and ran his hand along the seam where steel met concrete.

      This was it. I banged on the window. Their heads snapped up, and they leered. Blondie walked up to me and stared at the doorknob. Watching me with crafty eyes, he tried the door. As it opened, I darted to the side and waited.

      The alpha stuck his head in, his hand clutching a postmortem knife. I grabbed his forearm and pulled him inside. The blade skittered across the floor. As I leaped toward the door, blondie tackled me. The door clicked shut. Perfect. Now, I was trapped in here with the creature.

      Four rounds left. As the alpha retrieved his knife, I shot him in the neck. The sound reverberated, disorienting me. Hissing, he came at me. I fired again, this time hitting him in the cheek. He shook his head and spat out a mess of bloody teeth. Before he could come at me again, I shot him through the eye. Spasming, he dropped to his knees and fell on his face.

      One bullet left.

      The sound of machinery caught my attention. The dark-haired alpha peered at me through the window. The knob jiggled and the door flew open. My weapon up, I shoved him out of the way and bolted past.

      In the killing room, the metal floor was gone, replaced by a gaping rectangular hole. The alpha stood at the far end, silent. As I moved closer, the smell of burnt flesh assaulted me. Not wanting to, I looked down.

      Hundreds of charred bones and bits of clothing lay at the bottom. I recognized remnants of medical lab coats and guard uniforms. And gray suits. When I looked up again, the alpha was in front of me. His hands were empty. I didn’t know what he wanted, but he looked sad.

      “What is this place?” I said.

      “Hell.”

      He grabbed my hand hard and jammed the gun barrel against his forehead. His hand on mine, he made me squeeze the trigger. The blast echoed, and he fell backward into the pit. I had no clue why he’d spared me. Maybe he knew. I was an experiment too. And he’d shown me my future.

      Outside, the last of Brandon lay in front of the steel doors. His weapon next to him. I swapped mine for his and dug through his pockets, looking for his ID badge. That’s when I found it—a second mag. Sonofabitch had held out on me. I checked it—it was full. Grabbing the badge, I headed for the elevators.

      Inside the enclosure, dried blood covered the floor and bloody handprints decorated the bullet-scarred wall. I made sure I was alone when I walked in. After swiping my badge, I waited for the elevator doors to open and slipped inside.

      When I got out, I was in a storage area. Racks of cardboard boxes surrounded me. I examined a container. Medical equipment. As I scanned the words with my finger, I tried to understand what was printed on the side in black stenciled lettering. Baseborn Identity Research.

      I found an exit and walked outside into the cold, morning light. A guard station stood at the edge of the parking lot. Whatever this place was, I’d put it as far behind me as I could. I hoped there were no more alphas after me and double-timed it until I was outside the fence.

      Staring at a lonely desert road, I had no idea where I was, but the sun was coming up fast. Soon, it would be hot. I took a last look at the dark building complex.

      And then, I headed west.
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      I didn’t see anyone for a long time. A scrawny coyote appeared from out of a gully, limping. When he saw me, he yipped. The animal remained still as I inched closer. When I was next to him, I saw the bloody rear leg tangled in barbed wire. He let out a mournful howl and sat.

      “Easy, boy,” I said.

      Crouching, I pulled apart the wire, which cut my hands. When he snapped at me, I gave him a scowl. He let me continue. As soon as he was free, he trotted across the road and disappeared into the brush. I tossed the barbed wire and continued walking.

      Farther ahead, the scorched shell of a black helicopter lay in the middle of the road. I stopped cold and scanned the desert. When it was safe, I inched closer. The metal was twisted and charred. Next to it, the body of a woman in a gray suit was sprawled on the asphalt. She’d been shot. Crows picked at the flesh, fighting over the eyes.

      Peering inside the cockpit, I discovered two more bodies—the pilot, and a businessman burned beyond recognition. I guessed the accident had something to do with Baseborn Identity Research. There was no end to the carnage. Thirsty, I searched the cabin for bottled water. There was nothing except for a few maps and a fire extinguisher.

      

      It was getting warm now, and I was parched. Shielding my eyes, I squinted into the distance. The road stretched for miles. What I needed was to hitch a ride. Dressed in a bloody uniform, that wasn’t happening. Behind me, loud music—Ghost Wave’s “Here She Comes.” A car approached at high speed. Now, voices singing and laughing. I figured they’d ignore me and keep going.

      They were close now. I turned in time to see the tricked-out black Camaro, weaving. The distracted driver bore down on me. I couldn’t get out of the way fast enough and jumped straight up as the car struck me. I sailed over the speeding vehicle, long enough to make out the occupants. Four men, all in their twenties. I hit the pavement hard and rolled. Up ahead, the Camaro screeched to a stop. Stunned, I remained on my back, the smell of burning rubber gagging me.

      My weapon lay to one side, out of reach. The sound of car doors opening. Multiple voices swearing—getting closer. When I looked up, I saw them standing behind me. They gawped, their heads blocking out the sun.

      “Do you think he was in that helicopter back there?” someone said.

      “Look at all the blood. Let’s just go.”

      “Shut up. Maybe we can…”

      A hand touched my shirt. “It’s dry. Dude, it’s a girl!”

      “What the—no way.”

      Multiple hands were on me now. The simians pawed my shirt and tried undoing the buttons. Someone pulled off my cap, and my hair fell all around me. A sweaty hand slid down my pants on its way to my cooch. Grabbing the fingers, I bent the wrist back farther than it should go. The hostile screamed like a girl. Everyone fell back and stood in front of me. I scrambled to my feet and glared at them.

      Wearing tuxedos, they looked like they’d come from a party for rich assholes. Beyond them on the road, there were two wavy black skid marks. I glanced at my weapon. So did they. One of them tried going for it. Despite my injuries, I was faster.

      Rolling, I grabbed the gun and sat facing them. They side-eyed each other as I pointed the weapon with one hand and buttoned my shirt with the other. His eyes on the gun, the good-looking one put his hands out in front of him.

      “Easy,” he said. “We’re not going to harm you.”

      He had a nice smile. His eyes shifted to his friends, then back to me. No one made a move.

      “Are you hurt?”

      His friend turned to him. This one had small, animal eyes and bad skin. Even in formal wear, he reminded me of a lizard.

      “Never mind,” the reptile said, and reached inside his jacket.

      I caught the gleam of a weapon and put a round through his eye. He dropped where he stood. The others surrounded him, getting on their knees. Trying to save him. Cursing and throwing vicious glances at me.

      “She killed him,” someone said. He sounded surprised.

      I got to my feet and covered the remaining three. Though it was obvious they were scared, they tried acting all macho. I considered whether to shoot them now and be done with it.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” the good-looking one said. The others pressed forward, but he held them back. “Look, this has gotten way out of hand. We all need to take a step back.”

      “Screw it,” his friend said.

      This tool had a neck beard and was shorter and fatter than the others. Asian, and wearing black cowboy boots. Instead of going for his weapon, he trotted back to the vehicle and grabbed something from the trunk. When he turned around, he was holding a shotgun.

      The other two stared at me, unsure what I would do. I put them down. My eyes never leaving his, I marched toward Neck Beard. He crouched behind the car door and pointed the shotgun. I fired first. The bullet shattered the car window, leaving a small hole next to his head. Shaking off the glass, he got off one shot. But he missed, and I kept coming.

      He didn’t take me on. Instead, he got behind the wheel and lead-footed the gas pedal. I emptied the mag, trying to shoot out the tires. But he was too far away. Shit. I’d missed my chance. Wouldn’t be long before he told someone what happened. Others would come looking for me.

      Backtracking, I stared at the three bodies. I dragged them to the side of the road. One of the dead was around my size. I traded clothes with him. To keep the sun off, I kept the guard cap. One by one, I rolled the corpses over an embankment into a gully. The tall weeds would hide them for a while. A pack of hungry crows descended on the bodies like a swarm of locusts. As I continued west, they cawed at me.

      “You’re welcome,” I said.
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      The sun was scorching. I was so dehydrated I saw spots. And I was starving. Up ahead, there was a worn white sign. Sitting atop a huge pole, it read Café in rust-colored letters. I patted my jacket pockets and found a wallet bursting with hundreds. A sign in the restaurant window read No Hipsters.

      The owner had locked the door and put out the closed sign. I peered through the screen. Some old dude sat at a table, his head down. A dog lay at his feet. An elderly Latina comforted the man. He ran his hand through his short white hair and looked at me with empty, swollen eyes. Shaking her head, the woman got up and unlocked the door.

      “Can’t you read?” she said in accented English. “We’re closed.”

      I showed her the money. “I’m starving.”

      Rolling her eyes, she let me in. The old man stood and pointed at a table. I took a seat. The dog sidled up to me, sniffed my hand, and licked it. I gave him a pat on the head.

      The owner brought me cold water, along with chips and salsa. I drained the glass. He returned to the counter, grabbed the pitcher, and set it on the table. Grateful, I drank two more glasses.

      “I’ll see if my wife can fix you something,” he said with a German accent.

      A few minutes later, the old woman presented a plate with four hard-shell tacos. I didn’t see any meat.

      “What are these?” I said.

      “Potato tacos.”

      I picked one up and sniffed it. One bite, and I was hooked. I devoured the meal. Finishing my water, I belched like a boot. I hadn’t noticed the Latina leaving my table. When I looked up, the old man was holding a shotgun aimed at my chest.

      “Who are you?” he said.

      “Good question.”

      I thought about grabbing my weapon, but the couple had been kind. I didn’t feel like they were a real danger to me—not like those posers in the desert. These folks were scared. I put my hands behind my head, interlacing the fingers.

      “There’s a gun in my right pocket,” I said. “You can take it—I won’t fight you.”

      He inched closer. Reaching out his left hand, he took my weapon and backed away. I relaxed and belched again. Laughing, he lowered the shotgun and sat across from me.

      “Can’t be too careful,” he said. “I’m John Zwick. Wife’s Consuelo.”

      With no name, I did the best I could. “Good to meet you.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “No one, I… I was in this awful place⁠—”

      “Where?”

      “Not far. I think it’s a research facility.”

      His eyes got huge. Ignoring his surprise, I went on.

      “Not sure what it is, but it’s evil,” I said. “When I woke up, I was alone, surrounded by bodies. I heard a lot of shooting.”

      I lowered my head and rubbed my eyes. Trying to will myself to remember. Faint flashes from the past danced in and out of my head like bent marionettes in a Broadway chorus line. I remembered the malang—and the djinn. But I couldn’t tell this guy. He’d think I was nuts and call someone to take me away in a happy suit.

      “Those aren’t your clothes,” he said.

      “I ran into some trouble.”

      “You were at Hellborn?”

      I blinked at him stupidly.

      “Baseborn Identity Research.”

      “That’s the place.”

      “Hellborn is what a friend of mine calls it. I just come from there. Had a helluva fight.”

      “I saw. Those three bodies in the hospital? What’s it all about?”

      “Too complicated. And I don’t know you. We had a job to do, and we did it.”

      “Copy. I passed a helicopter on the road. That part of the situation?”

      “The dead guy inside was one of ’em. I’m surprised you made it out.”

      “Tell me what happened,” I said. “Please.”

      Consuelo approached us, carrying a round tray with a bottle of El Señorio Joven con Gusano and three shot glasses. Without words, she set the tray down and poured out the amber liquid. The little dead worm relaxed at the bottom like he was on vacation in Virginia Beach. A sudden flashback blinded me…

      “Drink up, man, it’s your birthday!”

      A group of us sat at a waterfront bar in Sneads Ferry, North Carolina. We were drinking mescal. Tyler wasn’t there.

      We’d been stationed at Camp Lejeune, where we had completed infantry training. This was our last night. Next stop, MOS training in Dam Neck, Virginia.

      The birthday boy was in our squad in Afghanistan.

      It was Blevins.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      I looked across the table at the strangers who’d shown me kindness. Taking my glass, I downed the contents and set it out, hoping for a refill.

      “Old memories,” I said.

      John nodded. “You kind of zoned out there. What do you know about Hellborn?”

      “Nothing.” I looked out the window. “Where are we?”

      “Perro Negro. North of Los Angeles.”

      “And the death house back there?”

      “Rosamond.”

      “What’s today?”

      “December 25th.”

      Christmas Day. I couldn’t recall ever having celebrated it.

      “How did you end up there? Were you kidnapped?”

      “Can’t remember.” Then on their reaction, “I’m being serious. I don’t even know my name.”

      “Okay,” he said as his wife refilled our glasses. “They’ve been doin’ things in there—nasty stuff. Creating monsters.”

      “Monsters?”

      “Insane humans who carve people up. It’s all mixed in with the government. That’s all I know.”

      “How did you get involved?”

      The old woman took his hand. “Our son,” she said. “Those devils killed him.”

      I looked at her husband. “And that’s why you went there? For revenge?”

      “And to rescue someone,” he said. “A girl. Not supposed to tell you any more.”

      Woozy from the mescal, I got up and reached across the table for my weapon.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I said. “But I need answers. And I intend to find them.”

      Looking at his wife, he handed me the gun, butt first. I slipped it into my jacket pocket.

      “Thanks for the food.” I threw down five bills. “I better leave.”

      “What are you fixin’ to do?” he said.

      “No effing idea.”

      I should’ve left sooner. Two black Lincoln Continental town cars screeched to a stop in front of the café. The wheels kicked up clouds of desert dust. Four men in black suits climbed out.

      “Get in the kitchen,” I said.

      John grabbed his shotgun. Taking the dog, the old couple retreated. I drew my weapon and prepared to face whatever was about to walk in. The door burst open, and two hostiles entered with guns. I fired twice.

      The bullets struck them in the head, sending blood spray and brains everywhere. As they went down, I backed toward the counter. Wait. There’d been four of them.

      Before I could make it to the kitchen, the other two stepped out. Each held an old-timer by the arm. One of them was taller than me. Latino, with dark eyes and dark curly hair. His partner was the neck-bearded prick I’d intended to kill in the desert. I pointed my weapon at the attractive one. Smiling with perfect teeth, he stroked Consuelo’s hair with the barrel of his gun. She
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