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Dedication


To my mom and my grandma—for everything.

To myself—because I always wanted to write a spy book. 






CHAPTER ONE

Charlotte


You could always tell the assassins by their suits. 
Jackets, shirts, ties. The garments were all extremely expensive and finely made, but also unrelentingly dark and depressingly monochromatic. Black on black, navy on navy, perhaps a dark gray on an even darker gray if someone was feeling particularly cheerful. It was as though the men and women who served as assassins for Section 47 had decided to kill the color from their wardrobes as easily as they dispatched the paramortal terrorists, criminals, and other dangerous magic wielders who wished to wreak chaos and calamity on the unsuspecting mortal world.
I eyed a couple of black-suited male assassins as they grabbed plastic trays and got in the cafeteria line. Of course, we didn’t actually call them assassins at Section 47. At least, not to their faces. Not if you wanted to keep breathing. No, my secret government agency referred to those men and women as cleaners, as if that somehow masked their true, deadly purpose. They didn’t clean up anything. They just created more bloody messes, in every sense of the word.
Just like my father had.
“Penny for your thoughts, Charlotte?” a light, feminine voice drawled, and a hand waved, drawing my attention away from the assassins.
I looked at the gorgeous woman with long, sleek red hair, hazel eyes, and rosy skin, sitting across the table. Miriam Lancaster, my office friend and lunch buddy, stared back at me, clearly expecting an answer. I wasn’t about to confess how much the black-suited cleaners reminded me of my father, so I gestured at my laptop instead.
“Just thinking about how much work I still need to finish.”
Sympathy filled her face. “Trying to get that big report done before you leave to work your diner shift?”
My fingers curled around the edges of the laptop keys at the mention of my second, unwanted job. I never should have told Miriam that I moonlighted as a waitress at a diner near the main Section building, but she had pried it out of me during one of our lunchtime chats after spotting the cheesy uniform sticking up out of my shoulder bag. Then again, Miriam was a charmer—someone who cozied up to and subtly extracted information from foreign spies, diplomats, and businesspeople—instead of just a lowly analyst like me.
In addition to her stunning good looks, Miriam was also gifted with charisma. Even though she wasn’t currently using her power, wasn’t trying to charm or beguile me, I could still sense the magic emanating from her body. The warm, soothing sensation always reminded me of a soft, fuzzy blanket straight out of the dryer. Miriam knew how to use that comforting feeling to its fullest extent, knew how to smile, nod, and draw people in until they confessed their deepest, darkest secrets. She might not kill people, as the cleaners did, but Section 47 had trained and molded her into a weapon as well, one who wielded friendly grins and smooth words instead of guns and knives.
“Yeah,” I replied in a neutral tone, finally answering her question. “Something like that.”
Miriam nodded, then leaned back in her chair, her gaze sweeping over every nook and cranny of the cafeteria, as if the area were fascinating instead of functional.
The cafeteria was like any other in the Washington, D.C., area—a large, cavernous space filled with gray plastic tables and chairs with cheap, framed black-and-white prints of D.C. landmarks covering the walls. One side of the cafeteria featured floor-to-ceiling windows that showed the hustle and bustle of the busy sidewalk and street outside, although the foot and motor traffic had died down a bit from the earlier frantic lunchtime rush. Even though it was creeping up on two o’clock, people still came in off the street, walked through the open archway, and headed for the food line along the back wall.
The cafeteria—also uninspiringly named Section 47—served decent food, and the menu included everything from typical burgers, fries, and pizzas to vegan deli salads, cold-pressed juices, and gluten-free cookies. Since it was open to the public, the cafeteria did a brisk breakfast and lunchtime business, although the regular mortals who strolled inside didn’t realize they were sitting and eating next to dangerous people with magical abilities and deadly training.
Then again, that was true of most restaurants in D.C. You never knew if the woman in the boring beige pantsuit throwing back shots of celery juice was a personal assistant or the head of some black-ops department, or if the guy in the wrinkled shirt and stained tie stuffing his face with mac-and-cheese was a taxi driver on his lunch break or some foreign diplomat spying on American soil. Washington, D.C., purportedly had more spies—both mortal and paramortal—per capita than any other city in the world.
Miriam took a sip of her iced tea, somehow not smearing her perfect red lipstick. It wasn’t a magical talent, but I envied her the ability all the same. My own plum lipstick had evaporated seconds after I had arrived at work this morning.
“What about Jensen’s funeral?” she asked. “You going to that tonight?”
My fingers flexed and then curled around the laptop keys again. Gregory Jensen had been my direct supervisor and a passionate environmentalist who was always railing about Section’s carbon footprint and how the cafeteria was killing the planet with plastic straws. Jensen had also been a devoted cyclist who thought he owned the road, instead of the cars and trucks whizzing by, and he had biked to and from work every day—until he’d been killed by a hit-and-run driver last week. Jensen had fought the traffic, and the traffic had finally won.
I felt sorry for his wife and daughter, but Gregory Jensen had been a royal pain in my ass, always barking orders and pointing out perceived flaws in my work. The day before his accident, he’d said that the staple in my latest report was crooked, before ordering me to yank it out and re-staple the papers together to his satisfaction.
He also had a nasty, infuriating habit of taking credit for my work. More than once, I’d been in an interdepartmental meeting where Jensen had presented my reports as his own, glossing over the fact that I had compiled the information, and laying out the conclusions I’d drawn as if he’d come up with them all by himself. I might just be an analyst, but I worked three times as hard as Jensen, who had been too lazy to do his own damn work, to take my reports and confirm and expound on them the way he should have, the way he was supposed to. Instead, he had been perfectly happy to coast along on my insights.
Jensen was always riding my ass, the way that so many unhappy, middle-management bosses did with their underlings. Miriam was the only person in our office who Jensen had liked, and only because she had occasionally stroked his ego about what important work we analysts and charmers were doing.
Like many other spy organizations, Section 47’s main mission was to gather intelligence and then use that information to prevent terror attacks, mass-casualty events, and other serious, life-threatening catastrophes. Only instead of tracking and chasing regular mortal bad guys, Section went after those who used magic and enhanced weapons to commit their crimes. In the unfortunate event that an attack did happen, and some paramortals unleashed their powers to rain down death and destruction, Section then covered up and explained away the magical calamity as best it could before hunting down the perpetrators—and eliminating them. And so, there was truth and justice for all. At least, that was the idea, although the execution was far from perfect.
But Jensen’s real problem had been the fact that I was a Legacy and he was not. My grandmother and father had both worked for Section, which meant that I had a guaranteed job here after college and grad school. In many ways, Section 47 was a family business, albeit one made up of dozens and dozens of different families, instead of a single entity or bloodline, and those folks in the know raised their children to become cleaners, charmers, and analysts the same way that regular mortal families produced generations of doctors, lawyers, and dentists.
Given all that long, storied family history, there was naturally a fair amount of nepotism and soul-crushing pressure within the spy agency. If your mother had done well at Section, then you were expected to do even better. If your brother had flamed out in his first year, then it was up to you to right the ship and restore your family’s honor and good name. And so on and so forth.
Your family’s standing and, well, legacy, could either help or hinder your own prospects inside Section. Due to their family members’ previous service, histories, and connections, most Legacies tended to climb higher and at a much quicker pace through the Section ranks than non-Legacies like Jensen, who had been stuck in the same post for five years. Hence his seething bitterness toward me, even though the Locke family legacy was far more tarnished than sterling.
“Hello? Earth to Charlotte.” Miriam snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Are you going to Jensen’s funeral?”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t have time. I’m supposed to cover for another waitress at the diner tonight. Besides, I signed the office card and chipped in for the flowers. That’s more than Jensen would have done for me.”
Miriam shrugged her agreement. Her phone buzzed, and she looked at the message. Then she picked up the device and started texting, her thumbs flying over the screen.
“New boy toy?” I asked, using her preferred term.
“Oh, yes,” she purred.
“Who is it? Pete from accounting? Hank from the weapons depot? Or did you finally land that mystery man you’ve been crushing on for the past few weeks?”
A sly smile spread across Miriam’s red lips. “You know I don’t kiss and tell. At least, not until it’s over.”
I snorted. Miriam was always in some sort of relationship, whether it was the early, tentative stages of flirting, the heady excitement of the first date, the boring routine of maintaining the status quo, or the inevitable harsh breakup. Perhaps it was part of her charmer magic, her ability to beguile others, but Miriam was one of those people who loved being in love—or at least lust—and she thrived on all the drama that came along with juggling a relationship inside Section.
Fraternization wasn’t forbidden here, but it was definitely frowned upon. The higher-ups wanted their agents to be loyal to Section, not to someone else, and more than one career, even a Legacy’s, had been ruined over an affair gone wrong.
“You’re really not going to tell me who it is?”
“Not this time. I don’t want to jinx it. Besides, I really think this guy might be the one.”
I snorted again. “You say that about every man you date.”
Miriam grinned. “That’s because it’s always true. At least, it always seems that way in the beginning. But I’m more hopeful about this boy toy than most. Actually, this one is a bit more mature than my usual type, so I should probably call him my mystery man like you always do.” She thought about it for a second, and her grin widened. “Nope! Boy toy it is. Because I’ve definitely been having fun playing with him so far.”
Miriam snickered at her own bad joke and kept texting. I shook my head in disbelief, even as envy sparked in my heart. I didn’t know how Miriam found the time and energy for her serial dating, hookups, and breakups, in addition to her similar schmoozing work for Section, and I envied her carefree attitude and enjoyment of it all.
I hadn’t been out with someone in more than a year, thanks to my grandmother’s illness and then death a few months ago. Even before my world had crashed and burned, I had never been much for dating. I had a hard time trusting people, thanks to my grandmother’s myriad moneymaking schemes and my father’s notorious fuckups, and my own work for Section had made me even more jaded, paranoid, and suspicious about other people’s desires, motives, and agendas. Better to be alone and trust in myself than take a shot on someone who would probably screw me over the second he got the chance.
Morose musings aside, I still needed to finish the Hyde report by the end of the day, so I gulped down some of my cookies-and-cream mocha to give my brain a much-needed boost of sugar and caffeine. The cafeteria served excellent drinks, and the rich chocolate brew coated my tongue, while the airy whipped cream melted in my mouth like a vanilla cloud.
I had just set my cup down when a splash of color caught my eye. A man wearing a powder-blue tie with a light gray suit walked through the cafeteria, skirting around the people, tables, and chairs and heading toward the food line. His head was held high, his shoulders were back and down, and his stride was long, smooth, and confident. Definitely an assassin, despite his shockingly bright choice of tie.
“Who’s that?” I asked, discreetly pointing him out to Miriam. “I’ve never seen that guy before.”
I kept mental dossiers on all the assassins, er, cleaners, so I could be sure to steer clear of them. We might work for the same agency, but they weren’t the kind of people you wanted to annoy, piss off, or stand out to in any way.
Section 47 spent thousands of hours and millions of dollars training, housing, feeding, and honing its cleaners into the most lethal weapons possible. All that time, energy, and money made cleaners far more valuable to the Section bosses than the other agents, especially analysts, like me. Cleaners were definitely number one in the pecking order; I was guaranteed to lose if I ever had a conflict or picked any sort of fight with a cleaner, even if it was something as simple as who got the last blueberry muffin during our interdepartmental meetings.
Miriam lowered her phone and glanced in that direction. She leaned forward, and a sharp, interested gleam filled her hazel eyes. “I don’t know who that guy is, but I’d certainly like to find out. Hubba-hubba.”
“What about your mystery man?”
“He’s great, but I always have time to make the acquaintance of a handsome stranger,” she said, letting an exaggerated Southern drawl seep into her voice.
She winked, making me laugh. Typical Miriam, but her incessant, bubbly enthusiasm was one of the things I liked about her. Plus, hearing about her dating exploits—good, bad, and ugly—let me escape from my own humdrum life for a little while.
Miriam’s phone buzzed again, and she glanced at the message on the screen. “Anyway, I’ve gotta run. I’ve got my own work to finish before Jensen’s funeral.”
“Sure. See you later.”
Miriam stood up, tucked her phone into the back pocket of her skinny jeans, slung her designer bag over her shoulder, and sauntered out of the cafeteria. More than one person watched her go, including Diego Benito, the IT tech she had broken up with last month. Diego caught me staring at him staring at Miriam, and he ducked his head, focusing on his laptop again.
I took another fortifying sip of my mocha, then started working on summarizing the latest bank transactions I’d been reviewing.
I clicked through various documents and spreadsheets, scanning the information for immediate, obvious mistakes. I didn’t find any, so I sat back in my chair and took in my whole screen, letting the words and numbers fill my field of vision and sink into my brain all at once.
The longer I looked, the more colors started to appear.
To anyone else looking at my screen, the words and numbers were still in plain black type. But to me, they morphed from that absolute flat black into varying shades of gray, along with some light pinks and even a few bold, bloody reds.
I followed the gradation of colors, starting with the words and numbers in black—the ones that were true, correct, precise. From there, I moved on to the light grays—the ones with small typos and addition errors. Next came the pinks—the letters and numbers with more significant faults. And, finally, the reds—the large, glaring errors where someone had either made a serious mistake or had deliberately entered the wrong information and committed an outright electronic lie.
My left index finger hovered over the laptop screen, following the shifting colors. With my right hand, I jotted down notes on a pad. Almost everyone at Section 47 had some magical ability, and mine was an unusual form of synesthesia. I could see typos, mistakes, and errors that people made, whether they had accidentally transposed digits and written down a wrong phone number, knowingly fudged their expense reports, or deliberately committed fraud by submitting false information to a financial institution. My synesthesia took other forms as well, but I mostly used it to make my work as an analyst a little easier.
Not that anyone cared. Thanks to Gregory Jensen’s dislike of me, most of my reports were either solely attributed to his supposed brilliance or given cursory looks at best before being filed on the Section electronic databases, never to see the light of day again. Jensen wasn’t the only one stuck in middle management. I was thirty-five and had been working at Section for roughly ten years, ever since I had finished grad school. I should have already been promoted to a senior analyst position, instead of keeping the general analyst designation that I’d had for the past five years.
Part of my lack of upward mobility could be attributed to my father’s mistakes at Section, but Jensen hadn’t done me any favors by giving me one poor performance review after another. He’d wanted to keep me under his thumb, if only so he wouldn’t have to do any heavy lifting himself. I didn’t wish ill on the dead, but maybe my new supervisor, whomever that turned out to be, would appreciate and take my work more seriously—or at least give me proper credit for it.
Either way, I needed to finish and file this report, so I clicked through a few more screens and documents.
“May I sit with you?”
I kept staring at my screen, following the trail of gray, pink, and red letters and numbers that only I could see…
Someone cleared his throat. “May I sit with you?” The words came out a little louder and more forceful than before.
For the first time, I noticed that someone was standing on the opposite side of the table. I looked up from my laptop.
Him. The assassin I’d spotted earlier. The one with the bright, daring powder-blue tie. He was holding a large mug and a newspaper and staring at me, an expectant look on his face.
Up close, he was far more handsome than I’d realized. He was around six feet tall, with dark blond hair that was somehow sleekly styled and artfully messy at the same time. Golden stubble clung to his strong jaw, making him seem as though he’d just tumbled out of bed, although I imagined that he took as much care with his facial hair as he did with the rest of his appearance.
His light gray suit was perfectly cut and tailored, showing off his broad shoulders and lean figure. He wasn’t bulked up with muscle the way so many cleaners were, but an obvious, effortless strength radiated from his body. He also carried himself with supreme confidence, as if he knew without a doubt that he was the biggest badass in the room. That same confidence glinted in his eyes, which were the same light powder-blue as his tie. Miriam had been right. Hubba-hubba indeed.
“May I sit with you?” he asked for a third time, snapping me out of my stupefied reverie.
His easy tone and small smile were probably meant to be innocuous and disarming, as were his mug and newspaper props, but he still pinged my internal radar.
In addition to seeing mistakes, my synesthesia also warned me about threats to my own personal safety, often gilding those dangers in the same colors I would notice in typos in a document. A wet, slippery floor might register as a light gray for a minor hazard, while a car rolling through a stop sign would be a hot pink for a more serious risk. This guy? No colors currently surrounded him, but cleaners always merited a bright, bloody red on my spectrum.
My gaze cut left and right. It was after two o’clock now, so the cafeteria was largely deserted, except for a few late-lunch stragglers. There were plenty of empty tables where he could have sat and enjoyed his beverage and newspaper. So why did he want to sit with me?
He kept staring at me, clearly expecting an answer.
“Suit yourself,” I muttered.
“Excellent. Thank you.”
What was that faint accent in his voice? Not English, not European, but…Australian. I had to hold back an appreciative sigh. Accents did me in every single time. Hence my unfortunate affair with a minor Spanish diplomat back before my grandmother had gotten sick. I’d liked the diplomat’s musical accent so much that I hadn’t noticed what a cheating scumbag he was until I’d shown up early for one of our dinner dates and caught him canoodling with another woman.
The cleaner set his mug and newspaper on the table and pulled out the chair across from mine, the one Miriam had vacated a few minutes ago. He unbuttoned his suit jacket, slid it down his arms, shrugged out of the garment, and draped it across the back of his chair all in one fluid motion. Underneath, he was wearing a vest, along with a silver pocket watch on a lengthy chain. The light gray vest and the matching shirt revealed even more of his lean, muscled body, adding to his appeal. In addition to accents, there was nothing I found sexier than a well-dressed man, and James Bond had nothing on this guy.
The cleaner stepped forward, sat down in the chair, and picked up his mug, once again all in one continuous, easy sequence. He seemed to have a natural, almost liquid grace, and I got the sense he did everything with that same smooth, effortless motion, as if one action just naturally, continually, inevitably flowed into the next, whether he was doing something as mundane as brushing his teeth or as brutal as bludgeoning someone to death.
Most people probably would have thought it elegant, but I recognized the graceful ability as belonging to a natural predator. No doubt he was the sort of cleaner who could sidle up behind you and snap your neck before you even realized he was within striking distance. Sometimes, when presented with a particularly serious threat, instead of colors, my synesthesia took the form of an inner voice, and right now, that voice kept whispering danger-danger-danger over and over again.
The cleaner fussed with his newspaper, then picked up the string attached to the tea bag swimming in his mug. He dunked the bag in and out of the steaming water for a few seconds before sitting back in his chair and taking a sip. A faint whiff of the tea tickled my nose, smelling warm, green, and citrusy. No doubt it was the sort of brew that was probably really good for you and really disgusting to drink.
“Nothing like a cup of hot tea on a cool fall day, eh?” he said in a pleasant tone, like he was just making conversation, although his sexy accent made the innocuous words seem to hold a multitude of hidden meanings.
I made a noncommittal sound and looked at my laptop.
I still had to finish my report, so I focused on the words and numbers, trying to pick up the trails of grays, pinks, and reds again. Even though I had been investigating and tracking this particular individual, Henrika Hyde, for more than three months, and filing reports all along the way, I felt like I was finally on the verge of discovering something big, something that would tell me exactly where all this money was going and what horrible thing it was financing…
“Say, I’m new in town,” the cleaner said. “Do you have any tips on good restaurants?”
I kept staring at my screen, clicking and following the color trail from one document and spreadsheet to the next. “If you like barbecue, Mama Flo’s on the next block is pretty good,” I murmured, still trying to track the words and numbers to their inevitable wrong and sinister conclusions.
“Sounds great. How about I take you there for dinner tonight?”
A moment passed before his words penetrated my work fog and sank into my brain. My gaze snapped up to his. The cleaner still had a pleasant smile fixed on his face, but there was a tightness to his jaw and a watchfulness in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.
Danger-danger-danger, my inner voice whispered, louder and more insistent than before.
As I sat there, digesting his unexpected offer, a faint snicker caught my attention. I glanced to my right to see Anthony from accounting looking at me, with his phone clutched in his hand. Anthony and I had gone out on one disastrous date back before my grandmother had gotten sick. We both realized we had zero in common and that neither one of us liked the other—at all. Ever since then, Anthony had been my office nemesis, always denying my supply requests, even if all I was asking for was a lousy ream of printer paper.
I focused on the cleaner again. He was gazing at Anthony, who stared right back at him. Suspicion shot through me.
“Did Anthony put you up to this?” I asked. “Is this another one of his lame practical jokes?”
Anthony also had an annoying habit of getting his office buddies to ask me out, even though they had as little interest in me as I did in them. For some reason, Anthony and his friends thought it was hilarious to pretend like we were all in seventh grade again.
The cleaner’s eyebrows drew together, and he looked confused. “What? Who is Anthony?”
I kept staring at him, and he shrugged.
“I’m new in town. I’m trying to meet people. Make some connections. That’s all.” His words once again seemed innocuous, although his accent and the way he purred connections made it sound as though he’d just offered to indulge in a night of wild sex with me.
“So you thought you would hit on the first woman you saw in the cafeteria? Aw, how romantic,” I drawled.
He had the decency to wince, but not the common sense to give up. “I just thought we might have some fun together.”
I glanced at the clock on the cafeteria wall. I only had fifteen minutes left on my lunch break, and I wasn’t going to let this idiot waste any more of my time.
“Listen, Crocodile Dundee,” I snapped. “I don’t care what Anthony or anyone else told you about me. I don’t work in accounting, so I can’t pad out your expense report or validate your parking or whatever it is that you really want.”
He jerked back, as though he was surprised that I was speaking to him this way. Yeah, berating a cleaner for hitting on me—or whatever he was doing—wasn’t my smartest move. Then again, I’d never been known for my diplomatic tact. If I had, I would have played the office politics a lot better and probably been much higher up on the food chain than I currently was. Unfortunately, my temper often got the better of me, a trait I’d inherited from my father.
Oh, yes. I probably should have made some excuse, grabbed my things, and gone back to my cubicle, but he had come over to me, so he should be the one to leave.
“If you don’t work in accounting, then what do you do?” he asked.
This time, I jerked back. His question surprised me, although the fact that he was still sitting here wasting my time made even more anger bubble up in my chest.
“I write reports that no one reads,” I snapped again. “And I have one to finish before the end of the day. So why don’t you take your tea and your newspaper that you’re not reading and go bother someone else.”
Anger sparked in his eyes, making them flash an even brighter silver-blue, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. I’d pissed him off. Good. Maybe that would finally get him to leave me alone.
The cleaner shot to his feet, grabbed his suit jacket, and shrugged into it, once again doing all of that in one long, smooth, fluid motion. Then he scooped up his mug and newspaper, spun around on his heel, and strode away.
I watched him leave the cafeteria. The second he vanished from my line of sight, I should have relaxed. But even though the cleaner was gone, my inner voice kept right on whispering, as if my magic knew something important that I didn’t.
Danger-danger-danger.




CHAPTER TWO

Charlotte


I kept eyeing the cafeteria entrance, but the cleaner didn’t return, so I forced my unease aside. Maybe he was just a creeper trying to pick up the first woman he spotted. Some cleaners were notorious for having a booty call in every Section station around the world. No way to know for sure, so I pushed him and his sexy accent out of my mind. 
I typed in some more information for my report and saved my work. Then I drained the rest of my mocha, grabbed my laptop and shoulder bag, and left.
The Section 47 cafeteria was part of a three-story pedestrian mall housed in an old train station that took up an entire city block. Stone stairs were located in all four corners of the enormous rectangular space, with large escalators in the middle of the first and second floors. Several upscale restaurants, bakeries, and coffee shops were housed on the first floor, although their prices were much higher and their food was far inferior to what could be found in the cafeteria. Luxury shops selling everything from designer suits and handbags, to fine jewelry and expensive perfumes, to organic teas and gourmet chocolates, lined the two upper levels, which were ringed with low glass walls topped with silver handrails.
A steady stream of people flowed through the revolving doors at both the front and the back of the building and headed into the shops and restaurants on all three floors, walking side by side with Section agents. Most mortals had no clue that magic actually existed, or that certain people had amazing abilities that could be used to help or hurt others.
According to Section estimates, paramortals only made up about one percent of the world’s population, and most folks smartly hid their powers so as not to be ostracized, ridiculed, used, abused, or worse. But it was pretty easy for paramortals to keep their magic under wraps. These days, everyone—mortal and paramortal alike—was focused on their phones, and people were far more likely to see someone using their powers in a supposedly fake online video rather than realize someone with magic was reading their thoughts—and stealing their credit card info—while they were standing in line at the grocery store.
Normally, I would have taken a moment to admire the gleaming gray stone as well as the black wrought iron chandeliers hanging from the high vaulted ceiling. I might have also done a little window shopping, which sadly was the only kind of shopping I could afford. But I needed to get back to my cubicle to file my report, so I ignored the glass-fronted stores and restaurants and headed toward the raised, round dais sitting off to one side of the first floor.
A sixty-something woman with cropped black hair, silver glasses, and ebony skin was sitting behind a curved marble counter on the dais, watching the monitors mounted in front of her as well as the nearby keycard reader and metal turnstile. Her stylish pantsuit showed off her tall, trim body, and the bright teal fabric was a welcome splash of color among all the dark-suited agents moving past her. Evelyn Hawkes had been manning the front desk for as long as I could remember, calmly directing traffic into Section 47 while gently steering away mortals.
Section might allow clueless mortals to shop and dine inside its building, but the pedestrian mall was as far as common citizens went. To the outside world, this building housed mindless drones for the Section 47 Corporation, which did very important government things, although no one could quite explain what those very important but deliberately vague things were. Still, it was just another office building, one of hundreds in D.C., and no one batted an eye at the paramortals scanning their ID cards, pushing through the metal turnstile, and heading toward the private elevators embedded in the wall.
I started to wave at and go right on by Evelyn. The cleaner and his unwanted conversation had put me behind, and I should have been hustling toward the closest elevator, but I thought better of it, moved to the side, and stopped. I leaned my elbow on the smooth, glossy counter, which was covered with tourist brochures, restaurant guides, and other slick, shiny things to distract the mortals.
“Hello, Charlotte. To what do I owe this honor?” Evelyn’s voice was soft and deep, which my synesthesia often translated into cool blue musical notes floating around in my mind. One of the few more pleasant aspects of my power.
Normally, I would have asked Evelyn how she was doing, perhaps even brought her a coffee, which sadly was the only kind of bribe I could afford. But since I was running late, I decided to get right down to business.
“Do you know anything about a new cleaner being in the building?” I asked. “Blond guy, lean and muscled, slight Australian accent. He was wearing a light gray suit with a powder-blue tie.”
Evelyn bobbed her head. “Oh, yes. A transfer from the Sydney station, brought in for a special mission. His name is Desmond, although I don’t think he has officially reported for duty yet.” She winked at me. “Not that you heard that from me.”
I pantomimed zipping my lips shut. “Of course not.”
Evelyn Hawkes was like a spider sitting in the center of a web, with strands of shoppers and spies constantly flowing all around her. She saw everyone who came through the doors, and she picked up an enormous amount of gossip just by sitting out here in the open, doing her job. My grandmother had warned me to always be nice to Evelyn, and the advice had paid off. Evelyn had given me details on more than a few people and missions during my time at Section.
Evelyn grinned, but the expression slowly faded from her face, and her dark brown gaze locked with my blue one. “How are you doing? I know it’s been a while, but I’ve been meaning to check on you.”
My grandma Jane had passed away three months ago, after a lengthy battle with cancer. Evelyn was one of the few people who had attended my grandmother’s small funeral, and she had also sent flowers and had even made me some casseroles, not that I had felt like eating them. Since I had hocked my refrigerator, I ended up donating the dishes to a homeless shelter. At least those folks had gotten some enjoyment out of Evelyn’s tasty cooking.
I gave the older woman a bright smile, trying to disguise the ache in my heart along with my ever-present exhaustion. “I’m okay. Grandma Jane had a good, long life. She’s in a better place now.”
I spouted the usual platitudes in a calm, steady voice, and Evelyn nodded in return. Sentimentality wasn’t exactly encouraged in Section agents, not even the information desk manager. We all knew the horrors lurking out there in the not-so-dark-and-distant corners of the world and that there was little time to dwell on our own problems and especially our own fraught emotions. Not if we wanted to stay ahead of the terrorists and criminals and prevent even more bad things from happening.
“Anyway, I should get going. Thanks for the info.”
“Why are you asking about that cleaner?” Evelyn said. “I thought you tended to steer clear of them. Especially given what happened to Jack.”
My jaw automatically clenched at the mention of Jack Locke, my father, but I forced myself to smile again, as if her words didn’t bother me. “No real reason. I saw the cleaner in the cafeteria and wanted to know who the new face was.”
Evelyn nodded again, seemingly accepting my explanation, but her eyes narrowed behind her glasses. Time to go before she became any more suspicious.
I said goodbye to her, then moved forward, grabbed the long black lanyard hanging from my neck, held out the attached white plastic keycard, and waved it at the reader. The light flashed green, and I pushed through the metal turnstile, walked over, and stepped into one of the elevators.
Instead of going up, I rode the elevator down to Section’s third floor. The old train station had seven sublevels, and each one housed a different Section department with a different personality.
Accounting was on one, while IT was on two. Both had pretty standard office setups, although the accountants loved their fancy espresso machines and hoarded their locked closets full of office supplies, while the IT folks were into more mellow herbal teas and building their own robots.
Analysts and charmers were housed on three, while cleaners were down on five. Both of those floors also had standard office setups, although the cleaners had a state-of-the-art gym and a pristine locker room to help with their training, while we analysts and charmers were lucky to have landline phones that didn’t crackle with too much static and moldy showers with weak streams of lukewarm water.
The weapons depot with its racks of guns, walls of gadgets, and closets filled with glamorous gowns was down on six, while seven was a parking garage for Section surveillance vans, cars, and other vehicles.
And then there was level four, right in the middle of it all, which featured offices for some of the Section higher-ups, like Maestro, along with interrogation rooms and cells where persons of interest and prisoners were kept until they were either released or transported to a black site for further questioning.
Crocodile Dundee Desmond was probably lurking somewhere on the fifth floor, ruthlessly plotting the best way to kill whatever paramortal target he’d been assigned to eliminate. Or maybe he was hitting on the unfortunate soul who’d been selected to be his liaison. Each cleaner was assigned one, and liaison was just a fancy name for a personal assistant. Some liaisons wrangled weapons and gadgets, while others saw to their respective cleaner’s housing and transportation needs. A liaison could even be called upon to go out into the field and help their cleaner execute certain mission objectives, sort of like a glorified superhero sidekick.
The elevator door pinged open, and I pushed away all thoughts of the cleaner and liaisons. He was someone else’s problem, and I had plenty of my own to manage.
I walked down a long corridor with bland gray walls, waved my plastic keycard over another reader, and waited for a set of bullet-and-magic-resistant-glass double doors to buzz open. I pushed through to the other side and stepped into a bullpen, a large open space filled with cubicles partitioned off with clear plastic walls.
People of all ages, shapes, sizes, and ethnicities perched, sprawled, and lounged in uncomfortable, squeaky office chairs inside the cubicles, just as they did in other bullpens on this level. Each area had the same basic equipment—a monitor, a keyboard, a mouse, a landline, and a place to plug in a Section-issued laptop. However, folks had added their own personal touches to their spaces, including family photos, sports posters, and pet calendars. Collections of everything from ceramic tortoises to crocheted otters to goofy stress balls shaped like witches and wizards also adorned the desks and cubicle walls.
I headed over to my desk on the right side of the bullpen. Unlike the others, my desk was devoid of decorations except for one thing—a small crystal mockingbird that had been a gift from my grandmother the day I had started working at Section. The figurine had a lot of sentimental value, but it also served as a visual reminder that things—and people—were very often not what they seemed in this spy business.
More stuff used to clutter my desk—some beloved old books, silver-framed family photos, even a couple of collectible superhero figurines in their original boxes—but I’d hocked them all after my grandmother had died. It truly was amazing the things you could sell online. I missed my knickknacks, though. I missed a lot of the things I’d sold over the past few months.
Miriam was sitting at her cubicle, which was right next to mine. She had long ago shoved her monitor to one side to make way for a freestanding lighted vanity mirror, along with a clear plastic organizer tray bristling with lipsticks, eye-shadow palettes, and bottles of foundation. Miriam loved beauty products as much as she did dating, and she was always trying some new lotion or cream in hopes of making herself look even more stunning than she already was.
In addition to the mirror and the makeup, her desk also featured a tall wooden jewelry box shaped like a castle. Most of the drawers were at least partially open and brimming with necklaces, rings, and bracelets. The gems winked at me like colorful eyes, as though they were watching my every move. Maybe they were. Like all charmers, Miriam had tiny cameras and microphones embedded in most of her jewelry so she could record every secret someone whispered to her in crystal-clear, high-definition video and audio.
A couple of bright silk scarves were draped over the top of her cubicle wall, and everything from little black cocktail dresses to lacy lingerie was neatly folded and tucked away in her desk drawers. Miriam could have gone down to the sixth-floor depot to gear up for her missions like the other charmers did, but she had told me more than once that she preferred to use her own makeup, jewelry, and clothes. I would have too, if I’d had access to all the designer labels she did.
I had often thought that Miriam must charm samples out of the luxury boutiques upstairs in the pedestrian mall to be able to afford such fine things on her not-so-fine government salary. Or perhaps she had a sugar daddy, past or present, she hadn’t told me about.
Miriam propped her elbow on the low wall that separated our cubicles and held out her hand, offering me a stick of gum wrapped in light pink paper. “Rosemint gum?” she asked. “It’s supposed to be great for nicotine withdrawal.”
Miriam was trying to quit smoking, a nasty habit that a Greek boyfriend had gotten her hooked on a couple of months ago, and all sorts of crumpled candy and lollipop wrappers littered her desk. The gum must have been her newest method to try to combat her cravings.
“No, thanks.” I didn’t care for the gum’s flavor, which was a disgusting mix of cloying rose and tangy mint. Plus, the pink wrapper reminded me of the words and numbers I still needed to chase down to finish my report.
Miriam shrugged, unwrapped the gum, and popped it into her mouth. Then she focused on her laptop and started typing, working on her own report. During lunch, Miriam had revealed that she was currently undercover as Coco Livingston, one of her many Section aliases. Coco, a trust-fund baby and notorious party girl, was cozying up to the wife of a South African diplomat she’d accidentally-on-purpose befriended at an embassy party last week in hopes of picking up information about the woman’s shady husband.
I glanced around the bullpen. Ronaldo, Helga, Mika, Kaimbe. The other analysts were dutifully typing away on their own laptops, so I looked past them. Two glassed-in offices were set into the back wall, one each for the analyst and charmer supervisors, with a large conference room nestled in the center, although all three doors were closed, and the lights were off in both offices. The cats were away, but the mice knew better than to play.
My gaze lingered on one of the offices, which was empty except for a bare desk with a single lonely chair sitting behind it. Gregory Jensen’s things had been boxed up and sent to his family a couple of days after his death, although no one had taken his brass nameplate off the door yet. But at Section, life went on, and there was little time to mourn the dead, especially if they’d been killed as the result of a tragic accident like Jensen had. So I sat down at my own desk, pulled my laptop out of my bag, and plugged it into the Section network.
Section 47 got its name from the fact that paramortals had forty-seven chromosomes, compared to regular mortals, who only had forty-six, or two pairs of twenty-three. That extra piece of our DNA gave us all kinds of interesting abilities. At least, that was the current scientific theory. For an organization that dealt with the magical and the mystical, Section higher-ups tried to explain a lot of it away with science, as though cold, hard facts somehow made it easier to wrap our minds around the terrible things that some paramortals did with their powers.
I didn’t particularly care where my magic came from or how it worked—just that I had it and that it continued to function at a high level.
Everyone in the bullpen had some sort of magical ability. Ronaldo and Helga were synth analysts like me who used their own unique types of synesthesia to comb through reports from undercover Section agents, looking for patterns and other actionable intelligence to pass up the food chain. Mika and Kaimbe were linguists, aka lingos, who could speak, read, and understand any language. They were responsible for interpreting and transcribing terrorist and criminal chatter, and trying to figure out the code words people used to communicate their dirty deeds to one another.
As a charmer, Miriam engaged in an active social calendar and kept track of the various foreign paramortals in town, both the legitimate diplomats and the ones who were really spies for their own countries. She was responsible for gathering personal intelligence—gossip, whispers, rumors, and information that came from the actual people she communicated with on a regular basis. A couple of other charmers also worked in our office, although they were all away on assignments right now.
Me? As a Section analyst, I, well, analyzed things. Banking, tax, and other monetary transaction records. Property sales. Biomagical patents. Purchases of art, jewelry, and other high-end, big-ticket items. Planes, trains, and automobiles. Even stupid cat videos on social media. Section referred to all those things and similar items as paper intelligence, as in anything that left a paper (or digital) trail that could be followed. So I watched, tracked, and analyzed dozens of bank accounts, businesses, modes of transportation, and social media accounts belonging to known paramortal terrorists and criminals to try to figure out where they were sending—and spending—their money and what bad, bad things they or their associates might be planning to do with it.
Basically, I was a numbers guru. Grandma Jane had also been a Section analyst, and she had taught me long ago that while people might lie, numbers never did. The money always goes somewhere had been one of her favorite catchphrases.
Ronaldo, Helga, Mika, and Kaimbe were absorbed in their own tasks, while Miriam was now on her landline, planning a girls’ lunch and shopping spree with that diplomat’s wife. I pulled my wireless earbuds out of my bag, synced them to my phone, and cued up some classical music to drown her out. Then I cracked open my laptop and got to work.
As an analyst, I was always checking up on one bad guy or another, but for the past three months, most of my time had been spent tracking the wheelings and dealings of Henrika Hyde. To the regular mortal world, Henrika was the founder and CEO of Hyde Engineering, a pharmaceutical company on the cutting edge of medical research in a variety of fields. But to Section 47, Henrika Hyde was a paramortal weapons maker who used her money, engineering degrees, and laboratories to create some truly horrific biomagical weapons.
Corrosive gases that melted human flesh and bones, but left wood, glass, and other objects completely untouched. Poisons that targeted specific bloodlines and genetic markers that would eliminate entire paramortal families at once. Powders and pills that would give people amazing highs, along with super speed and strength, even as the drugs melted their internal organs and turned their lungs into ice. Henrika Hyde had invented all those horrible things and many more.
A few months ago, an undercover Section agent had managed to infiltrate Henrika’s inner circle and had swiped some information on her many businesses. The agent had been found dead a few days later, with his bones liquefied inside his own body, even though his skin was still smooth and intact and showed no signs of outward trauma. But the stolen information had eventually been passed down to me, and I had been following the trail of corporate shell companies—and the millions of dollars that flowed through them—ever since.
Most of it was pretty standard stuff. Plant and office locations, safety protocols, employee personnel records, payrolls, tax breaks from local governments. Henrika Hyde was smart enough to keep her books mostly legit, but I had found a small anomaly among the thousands and thousands of pages of electronic documents and spreadsheets. For some reason, Henrika had started making hefty donations to the Halstead Foundation.
The foundation funded various charities, but its biggest, most public project was renovating the historic building that housed the Halstead Hotel on the outskirts of D.C. The building and hotel were both owned by the Halstead family, known for its collection of art and antiquities as well as precious jewels, many of which were on display in their hotels around the world.
That last fact was the one that interested me. Henrika wasn’t known to be a patron of historic buildings, but she absolutely loved jewels. She had bid on several rare gemstones at various auctions over the years, as well as designer necklaces, bracelets, and rings. I had never seen a photo of Henrika where she wasn’t wearing several carats’ worth of diamonds, emeralds, rubies, and more. I had often wondered if the jewels had something to do with Henrika’s magic, although no one seemed to know exactly what paramortal powers she had. Or maybe she just liked shiny things. Hard to tell, without more information.
Either way, I could understand why the Halstead family’s jewelry collection would interest Henrika, but her sudden benevolence in shelling out money to their charitable foundation mystified me. The donations had to be a bribe or payment for something. I just didn’t know what that something was yet.
I had filed a short, preliminary report about two months ago, suggesting further investigation into Henrika Hyde. My longer, second report last month had offered up even more reasons why Henrika merited watching, along with suggesting that Section find a way to arrest, hold, and interrogate her about all the biomagical weapons she had in the works.
But of course Gregory Jensen had said that my reports and conclusions were amateurish before presenting them as his own brilliant ideas at a recent interdepartmental meeting. He’d even presented my plan to grab Henrika as if it were his own. Lazy bastard.
And of course I couldn’t protest and claim it was all my work, not without coming off as being difficult and jealous, and having Jensen make my office life even more miserable. So I ground my teeth, kept quiet, and imagined stabbing my pen into Jensen’s smug face over and over again like he was a voodoo doll.
Now, I was determined to finish a third, even longer, updated, and much more detailed report before the new analyst supervisor was named. I wanted to start with a clean slate, and I was hoping my next boss would give me proper credit for my work and judge me on my own merits, instead of on my father’s reckless reputation.
I glanced through the documents and spreadsheets again, but I didn’t get any further than I had at lunch, so I put a few final touches on my report and emailed it to Trevor Donnelly, the charmer supervisor and my immediate boss at the moment. I got a bounce-back message saying Trevor was out of the office until tomorrow, but at least I had filed the report. It was off my desk and out of my hands.
A glance at my phone revealed that it was past five. Everyone else had already left the bullpen, including Miriam, although her desk was littered with rosemint gum wrappers. I crinkled my nose at the strong, sweet, minty scent hovering around her cubicle and resisted the urge to sweep the pink wrappers into the trash. Instead, I packed up my things and left.
I might be done with Section, but unfortunately, my workday was far from over.
[image: image-placeholder]I rode the elevator up to the ground floor, said good night to Evelyn, pushed through the glass revolving doors, and headed home. 
Grandma Jane had owned and lived in an apartment a few blocks from the main Section building. I had moved in a few months before her death to take care of her, and I had inherited the apartment after she was gone. I trudged up three flights of stairs, crossed the hallway, and peered at the front door.
In addition to seeing mistakes and errors in documents and spreadsheets and physical dangers and hazards in my surroundings, my synesthesia also let me sense things that were askew, out of place, or just plain wrong. I reached out with my magic, but the door looked exactly the same as when I had left this morning. No telltale scratches marred the metal, and since no pink haze floated around the lock, it hadn’t been tampered with. I opened the door, then shut and locked it behind me.
I flipped on the lights, entered the alarm code, and stared out at the open, empty space. Two years ago, before my grandmother had gotten sick, cozy furniture and cute knickknacks had filled the kitchen and living room as well as the two bedrooms and attached bathrooms in the back. Now, all of those things were gone, and the only furniture, if you could even call it that, was a mattress on the floor in the back corner of the living room next to the windows, and an old, worn-out yoga mat in front of the living room fireplace.
Cancer was one of the few diseases that impacted mortals and paramortals equally, and Grandma Jane’s battle had been a long and expensive one. Even Section 47 insurance only went so far, and my grandmother hadn’t had any savings, thanks to my father’s final and most spectacular fuckup. As the medical bills started piling up, Grandma Jane and I had gone through the apartment, selling off her fine china, silverware, and other things we didn’t need nearly as much as we did cold, hard cash. A sofa we never sat on. A gold-framed mirror. Even some of her clothes, which I had taken to a local vintage shop. Piece by piece, we had sold and hocked everything we could, trying to keep ahead of the rising cost of her care.
We hadn’t been successful.
I had eventually taken control of my grandmother’s finances, so she had never known how truly bad it was getting—or how desperate I was becoming. I had barely managed to scrape together enough cash to cover her funeral and burial. After that, I finally swallowed my pride and got a private loan to pay off the medical providers and insurance companies, but I was just keeping my head above water when it came to meeting the monthly payments. Really, I had only switched my debt from all those companies over to a single individual—the weight and stress of trying to pay it back was still slowly crushing me.
I sighed into the emptiness, and the bare walls soaked up the soft, resigned sound. I slung my bag onto the kitchen island counter, then went over and rolled up the yoga mat. Once it was out of the way, I reached down, removed a couple of short, loose floorboards, and slid my laptop into the small, hollow space underneath, which also featured a couple of guns, several magazines of ammo, three passports with varying names and nationalities, and ten thousand dollars in small bills. My own private, personal stash of emergency supplies in case I ever needed to get out of town quickly and never return. Always a possibility in the spy business, even for a lowly analyst like me. Of course, I had been tempted to use the money to pay down my debt, but a lousy ten grand was nothing compared to the hundreds of thousands of dollars I owed, so I had kept it.
Every Section agent was supposed to store their laptop, documents, and other work products in a secure home safe, but I’d sold my grandmother’s freestanding safe for three hundred bucks. The money had helped pay for her casket. Besides, since no one besides Jensen ever read my reports, no one had any real reason to swipe my laptop. My hiding space was good enough for government work, as the old saying went.
Once I’d stowed my laptop away and returned the floorboards and yoga mat to their previous positions, I headed into my bedroom, which was as empty as the rest of the apartment, except for my clothes hanging in the closet and a few cardboard boxes of loose photos and other mementoes stacked up in the corner.
I glanced over at the boxes. Since I had sold all the picture frames, I had taped photos of Grandma Jane and my dad, Jack, to the sides of the cardboard, along with one shot of myself. We Lockes all looked alike, with our auburn hair, blue eyes, and pale skin, and the photos featured my grandmother and father standing in front of the main Section building on their first days of work. My grandmother had started the tradition, and she had snapped a photo of me outside the building too. One of the better, more normal legacies that she and my father had passed down to me.
Another box featured a picture of my mom, Josephine, with her dark brown hair and eyes and tan skin, holding up a copy of Charlotte’s Web in the library where she had worked. It had been my mother’s favorite book, and she had named me after the title character, the smart little spider who saves her friends. My mother had died in a car accident when I was nine, and I still re-read the book at least once a year, usually around her July birthday, as a way to remember her. I had also read the book aloud to Grandma Jane a few weeks before she died.
The bittersweet memories washed over me, and I sighed into the emptiness again.
I opened the closet and pulled out an old-fashioned waitress uniform of a short-sleeve polyester shirt with an oversize white collar and round plastic buttons and a knee-length pleated skirt. The uniform’s powder-blue color reminded me of the cleaner Desmond’s tie. I once again wondered what he wanted.
Maybe he’d just been looking for a hookup. Most of the cleaners thought they were hot stuff and that we should all swoon and drop our undies just because they killed people. Either way, I had more important things to worry about, so I shoved the cleaner out of my mind and shimmied into the waitress uniform, along with white tights and thick-soled sneakers. A gray fleece jacket completed my ensemble.
I grabbed my bag, left the apartment, plodded downstairs, and fell in with the flow of people moving along the sidewalks. It was mid-October, and the sun was already setting. The fall chill, which had been so crisp and refreshing earlier in the day, was quickly turning cold and frosty. I shivered, wrapped my arms around myself, and hurried on.
A few blocks later, I reached an old metal train car that squatted at the back edge of a large parking lot covered with cracked asphalt and littered with potholes. Over the front door, a sign burned a bright neon-blue, spelling out Moondust Diner one cursive letter at a time, along with a white half-moon and surrounding stars. Smaller, atomic-red signs in the windows glowed in the shapes of burgers, fries, and milkshakes. Despite the battered gray metal, grimy glass, and uneven front steps, the Moondust served great food. Even better, since I worked there, I got to eat for free. My wallet thanked me for that, even if my arteries didn’t.
I pushed through the door and went inside. Dull chrome booths lined the front windows. Next came a wide aisle and then a long dining counter studded with equally dull chrome stools and topped with clusters of silver napkin holders, plastic ketchup bottles, and glass salt and pepper shakers shaped like half-moons and stars. Behind that was another counter bristling with burping coffeemakers, gleaming glass cake stands, and towering stacks of neon-blue ceramic coffee mugs.
An open-air service window was embedded in the wall behind the counter so that the cooks back in the kitchen could pass the waitresses plates of pancakes, eggs, bacon, and meatloaf. Those same delicious aromas curled through the air, making my stomach rumble. I was definitely getting the meatloaf special for dinner.
It was just after seven, so the dinner rush was in full swing, and several folks were eating turkey clubs, onion rings, and fries and slurping down chocolate milkshakes at the booths and along the counter.
A seventy-something woman with iron-gray hair pulled back into a tight, severe bun sat behind the cash register directly across from the front door. She was tallying the day’s receipts, although her head snapped up as I walked inside. Her dark brown eyes narrowed, and her tan, wrinkled face crinkled in severe disapproval as I moved around her, stripped off my jacket, grabbed a clean white apron off one of the hooks embedded
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