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​CHAPTER 1: ALI​
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Ali was no size queen, but even she would admit there were times when size mattered—paychecks, payload, and her current predicament: probable survival odds.

Hunched over, she shuffled around the end of a stack of weathered wooden pallets, hauling G’s weary body like luggage. She slumped down behind the pile and peered around the corner, scanning for the henchmen who hunted them.

The golden light of the Kobe Port Tower and the jeweled glow of the city skyline shimmered off the glassy water, illuminating the docks. Six shadows prowled the aisles between the rusted shipping containers, their bodies slicing through the still air without disturbing it. Moonlight broke through the clouds, exposing the men, whose black cashmere suits would have styled them to perfection for a gala, were it not for the compact assault rifles glinting in the glow of the silent moon. The pack of hunters moved in wordless unison, stalking its prey.

Ali faced them with nothing but a pistol and a pain in the ass.

“You sure know how to show a girl a good time,” she whispered, pulling the Beretta from the holster under her arm and twisting a suppressor onto the end of the barrel.

“Well, they say,” G panted, “novelty is what keeps a relationship healthy.” She attempted a casual tone, but her quivering lower lip betrayed her.

Ali would have paid a small fortune to transport them back to their first trip to Kobe. Just two teenage girls, tipsy on shōchū, sharing a first kiss under that tower—a kiss that launched them from friends to partners-in-crime-with-benefits. She missed those easy times before they were old enough to perceive their perils. Instead, she blew that small fortune getting to Kobe so she could risk her ass extracting G out of her quagmire of the month.

“Yeah, the dockside tour has been enchanting. I didn’t expect our tattooed tour guide to be missing part of his pinky finger. You wanna explain to me why the Hasegawa-gumi is paying you such individualized attention?” Ali clicked the safety off and took another scan around the corner. Their cluster of slick pursuers felt closer than she preferred.

“They must still be bent out of shape about me taking Miko to Paris without asking,” G said. 

“Miko? As in Kimiko Matsuo? That Miko? Please tell me you didn’t...” Heaviness compressed Ali’s chest.

G shrugged.

Kimiko Matsuo was the favorite granddaughter of Akio Matsuo, the kumicho, or kingpin, of the most powerful organized crime syndicate in Japan—the Japanese Godfather.

“Do you wanna get katana-murdered? Because this is exactly how you get katana-murdered,” Ali hissed.

She didn’t relish the idea of being chased by the goons of a man who served eleven years of hard time for murdering a rival crime boss with an enormous sword in broad daylight. She grabbed G’s hand and they took a crouched scamper toward another tower of metal containers.

“Fuck, man. Miko dumped me ten months ago,” G said.

“You’ve been running from the Yakuza for ten months?!” Ali touched the back of her belt, wrapping her trembling fingers around her spare magazine. She calculated some quick math regarding her hollow points and their six-on-two dilemma. As far as she was concerned, the odds were six-on-one, with the one severely handicapped by an unarmed civilian with the worst possible taste in partners.

“Oh, give it up. I’ve been forging your identities for the last ten years. I’m pretty sure you’re running from worse,” G said, between breaths. “Pot, kettle, Babe.”

G wasn’t wrong. Helleborus was the most formidable and well-funded independent espionage organization in the world. Government overthrows, high-profile assassinations, dictator installation, and money market manipulation were all just a typical Tuesday for Helleborus.

According to the prevalent rumors, they emerged from an alliance of the oldest spy traditions of the greatest civilizations, dating back beyond the Roman Empire. Helleborus operated on the bleeding edge of modern-day espionage, leaving everyone else sprinting to catch up. CIA, KGB, MI6, Archangel: all watered-down intelligence built off Helleborus’ sloppy seconds.

Ali was the only operative ever to escape the organization with her life.

“Well, I’m not going around kidnapping the Golden Princess of the Yakuza for a romantic getaway. Why can’t you just pick up a girl at a bar?” Ali said.

“I did pick her up at a bar,” G said defensively.

“Which bar?”

G’s shoulders slumped, and her eyes avoided Ali’s. “Dākudagā.”

Unbelievable.

G met Miko at none other than the Michelin-starred restaurant reputed to be Matsuo’s stronghold. Ali fixed G with an incredulous glare.

“They have the best udon,” G asserted through her teeth.

“I’m sure it’s to die for.” Fear slipped inside Ali’s sleeve cuffs and traveled up her arms.

“I was doing just fine before I came back,” G hissed.

“Why in hell would you come back?”

Shame passed over G’s face. “Miko still had something of mine.”

“What, like your computer?”

G stroked a sleeve of her hoodie and sank down into it. “My favorite sweater,” she whispered like a toddler caught covered in permanent marker.

Anger flared up Ali’s face, burning and tingling against the cold. “You risked your life—and mine—for a fucking zip-up?”

“It’s the softest and they don’t make them any—”

Ali shhhed her.

She peeked around the corner. A bullet sliced through the air beside her cheek and pierced the glittering water. She forced a deep exhale as she pressed herself back against the relative safety of the container.

They were made.

G’s dark brown eyes darted around as she trembled, pulling her hoodie tighter around her small frame. Ali knew if she had any chance of them escaping with both their asses intact, she needed to keep G from losing it.

Ali hadn’t expected a sake-tasting tour when she received G’s 911 message. G excelled at getting herself into these pickles, and Ali was always the best one to extricate her from them. But this was the Big Papa Pickle to rule them all. Ali zipped G’s sweatshirt up to her neck and pressed a hurried kiss on her forehead, knowing a Yakuza assassin could corner them at any moment.

“I’m impressed you’re still alive. You should’ve been sliced to sashimi the first week,” Ali chided, grateful she caught G before she got royally screwed.

G stuck both her thumbs out and pointed them toward her face.

“Best hacker alive,” she said, attempting to sound smug. “I owe you a steak dinner. Big time.”

Ali grabbed G by the sweater and pulled her to her feet. “Less talk. More run.”

[image: ]

Ali slipped into the cozy ramen joint. She stripped her beanie off, gathering her hair into a messy bun, and shed the heavy black coat, trading it for a soft brown suede cropped jacket she lifted off the coat rack. With a sly flick, she snatched the snapback off G’s head and peeled her red hoodie off. G released a betrayed gasp which Ali met with a stern shake of her head.

The shop offered a small amount of merchandise, including a dark blue graphic zip-up that Ali draped around G’s shoulders. She pulled the hood up over G’s head, tucking her long, glossy black braid inside, and placed an arm around her. G snatched her favorite hoodie from Ali’s fingers and shoved it under her new sweater.

Ali charmed the hostess with her radiant smile. She ordered a table for two, preferably in the back. She politely asked for the hoodie to be added to their tab in perfect Japanese.

The hostess escorted them to a two-top nestled near the bustling kitchen, where they could hear the energetic clatter of pots and the sizzling of food as it cooked. The aroma of braised pork and seasoned broth enveloped Ali like a warm embrace, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since the okonomiyaki she scarfed when she landed yesterday. She ordered two bowls of Tonkotsu ramen from the server as two of their impeccably dressed stalkers passed by the glass storefront, scanning the interior for their quarry. G shivered despite the warmth of the restaurant, and her eyes darted to the windows.

“Mierda,” she whispered, her voice a barely-there breath of anxiety.

“Hey,” Ali whispered with force, snapping G’s gaze back to her. She tried to distract G with a playful grin. “Remember that month in Montenegro? We should go back sometime.” She grabbed G’s hand and caressed it.

“Go back?” G scoffed. Her eyebrows jumped up her forehead comically. “If memory serves, we polished off all of Marco’s cocaine, and you stole his yacht. I’m pretty sure we’re banned for life.”

“Hey,” Ali said, her voice tinged with hurt. G’s eyebrows furrowed with concern. “I thought we agreed to call it—”Ali adopted her best Michael Caine accent—“Marcocaine.”

G choked on her green tea. She cracked a small smile, and relief entered her eyes.

“And that twenty-nothing Albanian skipper was hiding a lot of goodies under that crew uniform,” G admitted, loosening up.

The corners of Ali’s lips lifted. “Hard agree.”

The tremor in G’s hand softened under Ali’s squeeze.

The men seemed satisfied with their search of the restaurant and moved past the edge of the window. Ali’s shoulders settled into a softer set.

“Don’t you think it was a little impulsive and dangerous coming back here?” Ali said, a little more serious.

“Dangerous? That’s why I have a... you. And I’m not impulsive. I’m spontaneous.” G tipped her head up with pride. “It’s one of the things Andy likes best about me.”

“Andy? So, we’ve moved on already? Where did you meet her? The Cecil Hotel?” Ali allowed a little more bite to return to her tone.

“I met him at pottery class.”

Ali lifted her eyebrows in skepticism. “You’re taking pottery now? What happened to candle making?”

“I got bored.”

Typical.

G burned through hobbies faster than relationships. Poor Andy had no idea what he’d signed up for.

“Do you ever wonder what it would be like if we could stop running?” G asked, her tone wistful.

Ali refused to entertain those thoughts. She assumed if she stopped running, Helleborus would find her in record time, and most likely kill her. She preferred that fate to the alternative: being turned into a murderer for them. She would rather die than become one of the monsters who raised her.

“We would need a fortress,” Ali said, devoid of hope.

G clasped Ali’s hand between hers, and inspiration flickered in her eyes.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Ali said. “That look is always expensive.”

A police car crawled by with its lights off and stopped in front of the shop next door. The officer exited his vehicle, and spoke to one of their hunters. Ali’s neck tensed.

Of course, Matsuo owns the Kobe cops.

The hits just kept on coming.

We need to get out of the city.
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CHAPTER 2: DARWIN
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​

Victor Everly peered through trifocals at the Pepto-pink aisles of stuffed kittens in an airport Sanrio store. As a seventy-two-year-old man in an expensive wool suit, he stuck out like a hot dog at a hamburger party. He would rather airdrop behind enemy lines than spend longer than five minutes poring over pink plastic pencil boxes wrapped in patterned cellophane.

Everly had quite literally written the book on evading detection while traveling. His textbook, Deception Techniques, was in its fourth edition. However, you wouldn’t find it in the stacks at Barnes & Noble or a university library. It was required reading for all the cadets at Archangel Intelligence Academy, North America’s most elite espionage training facility. AIA made the CIA’s Camp Peary, affectionately referred to as “The Farm,” look like a preschool. Everly had spent twenty-five years as tenured faculty at Archangel, the last ten of which he served as Director.

After his retirement and the loss of his wife, Lourdes, his twin granddaughters, Emma and Aubrey, were the only commanders he answered to. They had their “Poppy” wrapped around their tiny fingers ever since they came into this world six years ago. Those girls loved this Hello Kitty crap. If he arrived at his daughter’s house empty-handed, he’d be deader than disco.

He plucked up a medium-sized Hello Kitty in a rosy, ruffled dress, holding a pink sprinkled ice cream cone, and turned it over in his hands.

$42.99? It’s ridiculous what they charge for this crud nowadays.

Drops in the bucket if it made those girls smile. It wasn’t as if Everly was hurting for money.

“I would’ve pegged you as more of a Keroppi guy. Serves me right for judging a book by its cover,” a smiling clerk said from over Everly’s shoulder. It was rare for anyone to sneak up on him.

You’re slipping, old man.

Everly vowed to pay closer attention to his surroundings. He had to admit, this trip had left him more jet-lagged than usual—or maybe that was just a comfortable excuse for the deterioration of his abilities. Could he be getting that old?

The young man in the pink polo shirt picked up a stuffed green frog with round cartoon eyes and a V-shaped mouth. He squeezed it in his slender fingers and wiggled it in the air toward Everly.

Kids these days. 

They treated you with too much familiarity, pretending you were old friends. It really ground Victor’s gears. Practically no one in the world knew Victor in a significant way, which was by design. He found the false familiarity of salespeople saccharine, inauthentic, and annoying.

The clerk was an attractive young man, small-framed and clean-cut; Victor appreciated his allegiance to hygiene. The man’s ivory cheeks pinked when he smiled. He appeared to be in his late teens or early twenties at the most. He carried himself with exuberant youthful confidence and an easy smile.

Everly selected a second cat plush. “I’ll take two of these.”

“Smart man. Always good to have a backup.”

“Something like that.” Everly didn’t correct him. He was loath to divulge any personal details to strangers. Lourdes used to say that he could never stop being a spy, even when they were on vacation. Everly knew better than most that a surefire way to get information out of someone was to make a blatantly incorrect statement. It’s called elicitation. The average person wants to be understood. They have a compulsion to correct others so that they don’t make inaccurate assumptions about them.

Most people will choose to be right over being smart.

“I bet you could get away with one. You don’t strike me as the type of man who’s hard on his toys.” The clerk maintained his playful tone and shot Everly a teasing smile.

Under normal circumstances, a chatty store associate would’ve annoyed the piss out of Everly. He detested small talk in all its forms. Something about the kid’s good-natured ribbing amused Everly; it reminded him of someone. He followed the associate to the register, paid the boy cash, and headed out of the store to his gate.

He trudged up to the departure board. Next to his flight number, the word “DELAYED” flashed.

Sonofabitch. I miss flying private.

His former life had afforded him certain luxuries that had lapsed with the advent of his retirement. The best he could do nowadays was to book a first-class ticket. But even first class didn’t guarantee your flight would leave on time.
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The hired sedan glided to a stop in front of Adele Everly’s brownstone. Victor checked his watch. His daughter would still be at the opera with her new boyfriend, Timothy. The benefit of a delayed flight meant that he didn’t have to sit through dinner with that irritating idiot.

Although, it disappointed Victor to miss seeing Rigoletto. He rarely wasted an opportunity to see a favorite opera. It was past the twins’ bedtime, so he would have time to wrap their gifts before seeing their cherubic faces.

Everly scaled the steps to the front door with his luggage, shoving the Sanrio bag under his arm. The heavy front door stood ajar two inches. He groaned. It must have been that awful au pair. His daughter’s terrible taste in men was only eclipsed by her inability to select adequate staff.

The amber parlor lights flooded the entryway. Everly prepared himself to give that lousy nanny a piece of his mind for endangering his granddaughters when he saw them.

Duct tape bound Aubrey’s arms and legs to one of the antique wooden parlor chairs. Her head drooped, and a tear-soaked fabric gag wrapped around her tiny, puffy, red face. She coughed and whimpered as she wept.

Next to her sat Emma, bound identically as Aubrey, except her gag had sagged down under her chin and rested on her shoulders. Sweat-drenched hair plastered her head, which was contorted back as far as it would go on her chubby neck. Her bulging, bloodshot eyes stared unseeing at the ceiling, and her mouth stood open in a silent scream. Broken capillaries littered her skin, which had ceased exhibiting a color that indicated life.

Victor dropped his bags and sank to his knees. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead, and his stomach tumbled. A sob surged out of his mouth, and he stretched a shaking hand out toward Emma’s motionless form.

“Nice of you to join us, Poppy,” a quiet voice said from the corner of the room, tightening Everly’s shoulders and rooting him to the spot. A lean man rested on the ledge of the windowsill, turning over a stainless-steel letter opener in slim, leather-gloved hands. He had traded his pink polo shirt and khaki shorts for a black turtleneck and slacks, but Everly recognized him immediately.

Everly opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He couldn’t process what he saw. A satisfied grin spread across the young store clerk’s face, but the genial flush in his cheeks was absent.

Aubrey let out a squeak that rose into a piercing wail. The legs of the parlor chair knocked on the floor as she panicked and struggled in her seat. Everly wanted to go to her, but both fear and unpreparedness prevented him from acting. Had he been in his own home, he would have had several options for weapons to neutralize his opponent. He searched the parlor for anything he could improvise, but the man held the only implement that remotely resembled something dangerous. Adele was adamant about having no weapons in the house with the girls, so Everly lacked even a simple sidearm.

If Adele only knew that the use of arms paid for her entire privileged existence.

The young man clicked his tongue at Aubrey and crouched next to her with a menacing calm. He took her cheek in the gloved hand that still held the letter opener and rubbed some tears away with his thumb.

“Now, Aubrey, sweetie. You remember what happened when Emmy couldn’t stop crying. I had to give her a shot. You don’t want a shot, do you?” he said with unsettling tenderness.

Aubrey choked out a faint “no” from behind the gag, shaking her head in a frantic refusal.

“There’s my strong girl,” the man said in a tone too soft and familiar. Aubrey dissolved back into muffled sobs.

“If you’re really good, your grandpa has something special for you.” His gaze flicked up at Everly, then back at the little girl who lay dead. He shook his head, then shrugged. “I tried to tell you to buy just one.”

Everly’s vision clouded, and his ears thrummed. Every piece of him wanted to shred this man beyond all recognition. No stranger to wet work, Everly was never one to shy away from taking a life. If there was ever a man to murder, the one who had just stolen his youngest granddaughter topped that list. Adrenaline electrified his veins. He scrutinized the room for any potential weapons. His eyes landed on his sweet Aubrey, whose face twisted in terror; her eyes pleaded to her grandpa for salvation as her tiny body quaked.

I still have a granddaughter left.

“P–ppy,” she squeaked out through the gag. It tormented Everly not to be able to scoop her up in his arms. He inched his body toward her, every instinct screaming for action.

“Always good to have a backup.” The clerk’s words echoed in Everly’s mind as if his granddaughters held the same value in that bastard’s brain as a stuffed Hello Kitty.

Do something!

Find a weapon!

“Have a seat, Victor,” the man in black gestured with the letter opener to a leather armchair. His tone remained buttery and casual, revealing nothing except a glimmer of amusement behind his eyes.

Everly forced his mind to quiet and his body to comply, dragging himself over to the chair. The room spiraled around him as he sank into the leather. This was no random crime. Everly’s mind raced through a labyrinth of potential adversaries that stretched over his lengthy career. The level of calculation and skill this man possessed was unlike anything he had ever encountered, especially for someone so young.

“What do you want? If it’s money, I can double whatever you’re being paid.” Everly understood the weakness of his offer. Although he was a wealthy man, his money ranked low on the list of his most valuable assets.

The young man’s rich, mocking laughter punctured Victor’s fragile resolve.

“These shoes cost more than the twins’ tuition. It’s adorable that you think I make house calls over money. You’re better than that, Victor. I want what any man of my age wants: a thriving career, a happy home, the location of Archangel, and all the intel you have on Xiphos.”
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CHAPTER 3: ALI​
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Ali’s toes tapped a manic merengue rhythm on the wooden floor of the dinghy. Her hand clenched around the tiller of the small outboard motor. G was supposed to go up to the village and acquire some food and water for the next leg of their trip, and she had been gone for longer than Ali was comfortable with. A deep unease churned her stomach. Ali wanted to put some more distance between them and the small harbor where they commandeered the boat. Their modes of transportation were constrained, considering that Matsuo’s syndicate controlled most of the shipping out of Kobe. Conventional travel was out of the question; Matsuo’s fingers extended into both the transit authority and law enforcement.

Ali spied G’s little head bobbing over the hill. Her double braids bounced as she skipped up to the dock with several bags on one arm and a large wooden jug under the other arm.

“Fucking finally. Did you stop for a walking tour?” Ali snapped.

“Gimme a break. I had to go to a couple of places to get what we needed,” G said, smiling. She wobbled as she stepped into the boat; G had the sea legs of a newborn giraffe. Ali pulled the starter cord. The motor sputtered and died, taking her hope with it. She tugged it again, and it sprang to life, reigniting her optimism. She puttered the skiff away from the dock.

The sun baked the river, drenching Ali’s brow with sweat. “Did you find any sunscreen?”

“I don’t think the locals use it,” G smirked.

“I’ll have them to thank when I fulfill my girlhood dream of growing up to be a Shar Pei,” Ali mocked.

“I got you—” G whipped a wide-brimmed straw hat out of one of the bags— “this!”

Ali slapped the hat on her head and gestured toward the jug. G surrendered it with a dopey grin. What the hell had she been up to? Ali suspected she had found someone to give her some local liquor and wasted time in the village catching a buzz.

Ali took a large gulp of the liquid and coughed it back up. The syrupy taste clung to her tongue, and a putrid flavor assaulted the back of her throat.

“What the hell is that?” she croaked. “It’s not fucking water.”

“I got a bucket of mushroom tea from some guy at the village,” G said with excitement.

“Holy hell.” Ali wiped her hand across her forehead, suppressing a gag. “I am NOT drinking that.” She clacked her tongue off the roof of her mouth.

“Oh, come on. Don’t be a fun-sucker,” G whined, pushing her lower lip out and shimmying her shoulders up and down.

“Oh, so escaping a grisly death by the skin of our teeth needs to have a fun component? Where’s the water?” Ali asked sternly. G averted her eyes, fiddling with one of her braids.

“G... Where’s. The. Water?”

“Tea is made with water!” G defended.

Ali twisted her wrist on the tiller and punched the throttle. The boat lurched forward, throwing G nearly out of her seat. She gave Ali a weak, guilty look, like a puppy caught chewing the fancy shoes.

Ali slowed the motor and took a deep breath. Thirst tickled her dry throat, and G tap-danced on her last nerve.

Fuck it.

Ali took a long draw off the jug.
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The boat drifted a lazy serpentine path down the river. Ali lost her sense of urgency about half a jug back. She stared up into a shimmering tapestry of sunlight and clouds. Deep cerulean hues shattered into fractals that swirled and spiraled around each other in a dance of dreams. A profound peace comforted her battered heart. The river ferried her to her soul’s birthplace, and the breathing trees that banked it midwifed her to the cradle of existence. The embanking palms swelled and shrank, whispering secrets of the universe for those brave enough to listen.

G’s melodic ramblings composed a chaotic symphony across the fabric of consciousness for seconds, hours, possibly eons. The concept of time slipped away like water across river rocks as Ali’s awareness strayed in and out of listening to her. Her mind skipped around the cosmos, leaving the worries of their frenzied flight behind. She dragged her fingertips up her arm, her skin like a dolphin’s, leaving a sparkling rainbow-brick road of sensation in its wake.

G’s tinkling voice took on a solemn tone, tethering Ali’s awareness back to the boat.

“It’s like, we all come into this world as perfect, precious babies. Then the world fucks us up. Somehow, we get tricked into doing shitty stuff and then, BOOM, we’re all pieces of shit. I kind of feel like somewhere inside me, I’m still that perfect, precious baby. And like, what if that baby still deserves love and attention and all the things I want? When does that stop? At what age do our mistakes make us... irredeemable? When do we, like, age out of our worthiness? Does it happen all at once? Or is it a process?” G searched the sky’s vast expanse for answers. Ali tried to wade through the tangle of her chatter, chasing the thread of meaning.

“What if we didn’t lose it, though? What if we still are?” G asked, as if to the universe itself.

“Still are what?” Ali’s voice sounded far away from her throat, like it echoed out of the clouds.

“Loveable. Worthy.” The words throbbed and glowed.

Something in those words stilled the kaleidoscope in the sky. The trees fell silent; the voices of the universe were silenced by the shame that sharpened Ali’s thoughts.

“Easy, Tiger. I think the shrooms are hitting you hard now,” Ali said, apprehending the jug and bringing it back to her side of the boat. G would never understand. Ali could pinpoint the moment she aged out of her worthiness. There was no way a perfect, precious baby existed inside of her. Even under the expansive blanket of the spiraling heavens, when she became the river and the sky, she knew being a murderer made her beyond redemption.

Resolved, she set her sights down the river and fired up the motor.

“We’re losing light.”

G seemed not to notice the increase in speed. She sighed and lay back on the boat’s edge, gazing up at the sky. Ali started a silent accounting of The Plan’s next steps to get them back stateside. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all they had at the moment to get them to safety. G, for all her charm, lacked reliability. Although G was the person she trusted most in the world, Ali didn’t think she could ever fully trust her. Or anyone. Every time she trusted someone, she got hurt.

She could always trust G to fuck up, though. At least she was consistent in something.

Ali thought about how much money she would need to get them back. This trip hadn’t ended up being exactly inexpensive. Before G sent out her 911, Ali was wrapping up a job that would allow her to make an offer on the off-grid cabin she lusted over. Their Japanese excursion had gnawed away at her hard-earned nest egg. Perhaps the owner would take her offer. Most of the money was intended to ensure his silence and discretion anyway.

A modest cabin sat tucked away inside enough acreage to permit the perimeter Ali preferred. Tall trees enclosed a landscape in which she hoped her soul would finally find some peace. She’d be short on the offer, but maybe she could negotiate.

Ali needed a break. Every job seemed messier than the last, and they had been wearing on her for years, weighing her down like an anchor to the depths of her own darkness. That last one would take a lot more than mushrooms and booze to wash away.
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CHAPTER 4: DICKINSON


[image: ]


“Have you eaten lunch?” Faulkner grunted, pushing his short frame through the sturdy oak door of Dickinson’s office. His wavy mane, more salt than pepper, splayed back from his receding hairline, and his trademark frown turned the corners of his skunk-striped beard down.

“No,” Dickinson said, annoyed that the arrogant son of a 

bitch still neglected to pay her the courtesy of announcing his entrances. As the Director of Archangel Intelligence Academy, the educational branch of Archangel Directorate, she felt she was entitled to a modicum of respect, even from the distinguished Department Head of Program W.

“Good,” Faulkner said.

“Why? Is there cake in the faculty lounge?” Faulkner would be the last of her colleagues to extend an invitation to lunch. He, as a habit, ate a cold slab of turkey breast on dry white bread, in the solitary privacy of his office. He enforced a strict “no visitor” policy between 13:00 and 13:30 so he could not enjoy his food in peace. Additionally, Dickinson and Faulkner had, at best, a civil professional relationship.

Dickinson respected Faulkner. His expertise as an intelligence operative in his heyday was well-renowned across the agency, and he still served as a valued consultant for Archangel Strategic Command and assigned assets to the Advanced Recon Division. His skill as an instructor was extensive, even if Dickinson believed his students excelled predominantly out of fear.

She was also never convinced he respected her authority as a director and suspected it was due to her gender.

Faulkner ignored Dickinson’s question. He barged over to her desk and flopped a file folder on top of her keyboard. She glared up at him.

“You do know everyone else knocks, right?”

The scowl she received told Dickinson he didn’t give a sugar-frosted fuck what everyone else did. She opened the file folder. The words CERTIFICATE OF DEATH leered at her from the top of the document. She had encountered plenty of death certificates throughout her career. Death was part of the gig. What followed stopped her heart.

Dickinson’s mouth fell open. Her blood pooled in her feet, taking all the warmth in her body with it. Freezing dread washed over her like deadly syrup, shaking her to her core.

“Is this a forgery?” she asked, raising her blurred gaze to Faulkner.

“Unfortunately, no. Darwin is dead.”

An insidious heaviness seeped into Dickinson’s chest. Victor Everly was the fourth former Archangel faculty or staff member to meet a gruesome end over the last three months.

“There’s more.” Faulkner gestured to the rest of the file. Dickinson turned the page, and her stomach turned with it. The images laid before her were so grotesque they threatened to twist her sanity into a knot. Her insides heaved, and she swallowed back the bitterness that crept up behind the back of her tongue.

“Dear God,” she said, finding it difficult to look at the gruesome crime scene photos.

“Time of death indicates the twins died several hours apart, and the second one several hours before Everly. The au pair died first, but by garrote.” Faulkner sounded grim, even for him. The crepey sallow skin between his eyebrows puckered. Dickinson forced herself to take a deep breath, hoping to suppress the wave of panic rising inside her.

“How were they... Who?” She struggled to string words together.

“Everly’s daughter found them.”

Jesus Christ.

“The agency has ordered full autopsies, but the preliminary investigation is congruent with the previous cases,” Faulkner added. Realization wrapped its sticky, cold fingers around Dickinson’s brain.

“The Deathstalker?” she gritted the words out.

“I hope so.”

Dickinson gaped at him, appalled.

“If the alternative is that Helleborus has more than one sadistic psychopath hunting us,” he said, his matter-of-fact tone offering no comfort.

Fair point.

“Do you think we’re compromised?” she asked.

“There’s no way to know for certain. Everly was the gold standard. He went through the program when they taught torture resistance practically. But that was before he had a family.”

Everly also held the highest level of access to the entire academy as its director. Everly could give someone all of AIA. At least AIA as it existed at the point of his severance, which was still considerable. Even revealing the location would be devastating.

“Get with Fitzgerald. I want a comprehensive security diagnostic of the Keep. Every inch, every system,” Dickinson ordered.

“Consider it done.”

“I’m ordering level four psych evaluations for all faculty, staff, and students. We need to make sure we have no points of entry on personnel,” Dickinson said, her mind racing to the next step.

“We’re going psychopharmacological on the faculty?” Faulkner said, surprise sending his bushy grey eyebrows toward the shadow of a widow’s peak at the top of his skull.

“Oh, do you think we should just polygraph the highly-trained liars?” Her sarcasm bit like glass. “If I’m being honest, I’d rather take the psych compound in the arm than scorpion venom. How ‘bout you?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5: ALI​
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The door to Ali’s apartment stood ajar. Splintered wood surrounded the lock meant to secure it. She pushed the door open with her boot. The curtain rod from the facing window slanted across the room, spilling the cheap curtain into a puddle on the floor. Anything that had previously been on a shelf lay broken and strewn across the carpet.

Ali entered, and the creep of panic danced up the back of her neck. A high-pitched ringing filled her ears, and her vision blurred as she trudged into the room.

Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck.

Ali shuffled through the debris toward her bedroom. Her heart slammed against her ribcage. Her mind transported her back to the apartment where she found Dominika.

Blood painted chaotic patterns across the already-stained carpet. The stench of death violated Ali’s nostrils. Nika’s body, dressed in Ali’s dark clothes, contorted into a position that revealed the agony of her last moments. Nika’s spine curled sideways over the floor. Her neck was pierced and swollen; her face unrecognizable. Ali looked into her eyes, and she could not find the girl she knew in the glassy abyss.

Dominika never deserved that.

Next to Nika’s face, a face that Ali once wiped tears from, a face that now lay bloated and distorted beyond all recognition, resided a tiny red object. A shaft of morning light refracted through it, casting a small, orange pattern on the blood-speckled carpet. Ali reached out to pick it up. The miniature figurine curled into a J shape with claws on one end and a bulbous barbed tail on the other. Ali’s blood cooled as she stared at the pinky-sized blown-glass scorpion.

The same feeling barreled her when she found an impeccable blown-glass octopus, covered in intricately crafted blue rings, lying next to the lifeless body of Borysko, her landlord in Prague.

By the third “gift” Ali received, a shimmering glass taipan snake, coiled in an eight upon itself, the assassin known as the Deathstalker, named after the venomous scorpion, had hit the European headlines. The espionage community buzzed with speculation over this elusive figure: a Helleborus assassin who slipped in and out of their kills with exasperating precision and skill—a ghost.

Since Nika’s murder, the Deathstalker haunted Ali’s steps, constantly encroaching upon her life. She felt their relentless advance, half a step behind her for ten damn years. Over the decade, she had received blown-glass lionfish, spiders, stingrays, catfish, several reptiles, and even a duck-billed platypus. All venomous creatures, most of them deadly.

Ali’s thoughts swirled in clouds of despair, and she fell to her knees. Her breath abandoned her lungs. Nika was not here, nor would she ever be.

Snap yourself back to the moment, Babe. Be here now.

She assessed the room. Slashes covered the cheap sheets on the upturned mattress. The TJ Maxx art prints in plastic frames that once “adorned” the wall lay broken on the floor. Every book had been ripped from its home on her small bookshelf. Drawers of black, grey, and dark blue clothing appeared to have been launched in every conceivable direction.

Thankfully, Ali wasn’t stupid enough to keep her stash inside a mattress. Or stuffed in a sock drawer. Or behind a painting. Or in a false book. Or inside the toilet...

Ali rushed to the bathroom. The toilet lid lay shattered inside the tub. Her eyes landed on the open doors to the cupboard under the sink. The $400,000 in hundreds that Ali had stacked in false maxi pad packages was gone. All the money she had saved over the last ten years doing dirty jobs for filthy people was gone. Her dream of buying an off-grid cabin in the woods, where it would be harder for Helleborus to track and kill her, was gone.

In place of her cash, a small object twinkled in the light: a blown-glass jellyfish the size of her thumbnail—another wink from the Deathstalker.

Tears stung Ali’s eyes as cold devastation washed over her body. It was clear her apartment was no longer safe. Ali had nowhere to go. All she had left was the broken garbage in her apartment and the go-bag on her back.

[image: ]

“Double Maker’s, neat. Please, Milo.” Ali slumped onto a familiar wooden stool and rested her boots on the brass rail at her feet. Pain sliced into the space behind her eye.

Great. A stress migraine is precisely what I need right now.

“Shark Week again? So soon...” Milo’s friendly gray eyes held concern as he slid the glass over the sticky bar. Ali lifted her eyebrows in defeat and cracked a sideways smile.

Milo would make a good operative. He had that knack, common among bartenders, for being intensely observant. Who else would remember, three years later, that you were the one who ordered a half-dirty Plymouth martini with five olives? But, then again, Milo would argue... who could forget?

The Pampered Pooch wouldn’t earn any accolades for its culinary offerings or handcrafted beverages. Your choices were beer or liquor with a mixer. Still, it served as a lovely dive, far enough across town from Ali’s demolished apartment. It wasn’t much, but it was a little slice of home for those who never had one.

Ali occasionally tended bar for Milo between jobs. She usually didn’t need the dough, but Milo let her keep her rusty employee locker in the dingy break room in the back. Right now, the couple of grand she had stashed there was the only cash she had left to her name. At least G managed to get a new passport for her when she dropped her off in Chicago.

Two tired, shabby men at one of the tables near the antique jukebox in the corner of the bar spit sunflower shells onto the grimy floor. Ali recognized the regulars, Arthur and Hank, who graced the bar with their presence every weekday from 4:10 pm until last call, and all-day Saturday. Their bleary eyes occasionally drifted toward the dusty TV that played Logan’s Run on a silent, monotonous loop. The jukebox quietly slogged out “Friends in Low Places.”

Milo knew that Ali saved bourbon for when she was in pain. Whiskey was the fastest avenue to numbness. She would order shots of Maker’s Mark about once every month, like clockwork. Today, she needed something to dull the spear of pain in her brain. She shoved a greasy lock of hair out of her face. She hadn’t showered since before Kobe.

With a decisive tilt of her neck, she gulped the shot back. The fiery warmth eased the cluster of despair in her chest. She took a deep breath, enjoying a moment of relief that vanished before she opened her eyes.

“And a beer back?” she pleaded.

Milo pushed the tap on a high-gravity beer with the largest glass he could find. Suds spilled over the rim of the glass and cascaded down the side. He flipped a coaster onto the bar top, salted it, and set the glass in front of Ali with the utmost care.

“What’s up, buttercup? You look like something Guy Fieri shit out after three months of shooting Triple D.”

A fair assessment since that’s how she felt. She cracked her neck and wrapped her hand around the back of it, digging her fingertips into the base of her skull.

“You got any shifts?” She swigged a gulp of the cold beer, and the end of it hit the back of her throat, inducing a series of coughs.

“The place is popping,” Milo sighed with a dry glance over at Hank and Arthur. 

Ali nodded, resigned. The only hope she could find would be at the bottom of the beer she stared into. She rested her elbows on the bar and cradled her face in her hands.

Milo fixed her with a sympathetic gaze. “I could take this Tuesday off. Been working seven days straight for a few months.”

Milo always worked seven days straight. He owned The Pampered Pooch.

“I’m exhausted.” He drew a theatrical forearm across his head and faked a few labored breaths for Ali’s sake.

“You’d give me ladies’ night?” She desperately needed the cash.

Milo, if anything, was a generous soul. “You know I’m for the boys anyway.”
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CHAPTER 6: ALI​
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Ali was planted in a chair by the same two sets of strong arms that had pulled her out of the car. Even with a bag over her head, she could tell by the consistent pressure and the distinct, pungent colognes worn by both men that she was still in their grasp. Although she had spent most of the journey sedated, she surmised it had included both a private plane ride and a long drive.

Now, she found herself in a third location. Statistically, she had a bee’s dick from zero chance of surviving this situation. Her head pounded from the lingering effects of the sedative and the bourbon she had consumed at The Pampered Pooch. She couldn’t recall anything after being at the bar; she didn’t even remember leaving.

Ali had no way of telling who held her hostage. The Yakuza? The Deathstalker? Given the levels of danger to consider between the two, she would prefer to see Matsuo on the other side of the shroud over her head. Death by venom or death by sword? Death by the sword should at least be quick. Or quick-ish. Disembowelment seemed a preferable improvement to the current cramping sensation in her stomach. Her thoughts spiraled.

Someone lifted the bag off her head, and she squinted, trying to adjust her eyes to the warm light in the room. Was it morning? Afternoon?

A walnut Hermle grandfather clock ticked away from the center of the opposing wall, activating a spasm at the top of her cheek with each soft click. Leather-bound books filled ornate varnished wooden bookshelves that ringed three walls of the room. The office smelled faintly of grass and vanilla, reminiscent of old books, combined with the fragrance of wood polish and leather, like so many libraries Ali had used as havens over the years. She equated the scent with safety, but she felt as safe as a knife’s edge. All those smells mixed with the aroma of the freshly brewed cup of coffee that sat steaming atop the tooled leather surface of an antique mahogany partner’s desk.

Ali was neither greeted by Akio Matsuo nor any of his lieutenants. Instead, seated at the desk was a well-dressed, handsome middle-aged woman. She appeared stern and accomplished, but the look in her eyes conveyed curiosity rather than hostility.

The woman stood tall and stately, wearing a Chanel skirt suit and costly makeup. Her glowing, cool beige skin wrinkled in places, indicating she may have once been a young woman who smiled. Her warm, dark blonde hair swirled into smooth, regimented sections, forming a gracefully precise chignon. Everything about her exuded power and sophistication. As she rounded the desk slowly and deliberately, Ali clocked a small knife in her hand.

“I can assume by the scant details in your dossier that the name atop it is no more than a current alias.” The woman’s rounded voice resonated with a choral depth, anchoring authority into every syllable. “And, as you won’t be learning my real name, I figure that’s a good place to start. I’m Dickinson, Director of Archangel Intelligence Academy.”

AIA? How had Ali eluded the clutches of Helleborus for ten years, only to end up in the hands of the academic branch of its biggest competitor? Did they know what she was? How did she let this happen? She had no idea they had been tracking her.

Dickinson approached Ali, and a crisp shaft of crepuscular light infiltrated the window, reflecting off the blade. Ali tried to remain still, but every muscle in her body activated. She searched the room for a means of escape.

Dickinson bent down toward Ali and grabbed her hands, slicing the oversized zip ties that bound her wrists.

What?

“Congratulations. Your application has been accepted. I would like to welcome you officially to Archangel. This is Beverstone Keep, your new home.”
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CHAPTER 7: WILDE​
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Ali left the Director’s sumptuous office with her scant belongings, a heavy dose of confusion, and a new identity.

“You’ll go by codename Wilde now. The Program W wing is out into the hall and to the right,” the Director had said. Ali couldn’t believe she was still alive. Trying to appear casual, she slung her backpack over tight shoulders.

A polished marble hallway stretched out before her. Geometric black-and-white parallelograms wove their way across the glossy floor. Sunlight sent prisms through the graphic panels of stained glass, painting warm, rainbow patterns on the cool, white walls. Crystal chandeliers cascaded light over a masterwork of neoclassical architecture.

No shadows to hide in—only bright naked exposure everywhere.

The corridor bustled with people who looked like they both wanted to and expected to be there. Ali’s gaze darted around, searching for an escape in this seemingly endless labyrinth of polished stone and grandeur. She needed to find a way out; she couldn’t stay here.

A small body crashed into her, and tiny arms wrapped around her waist. Ali’s muscles activated in defense.

“You made it!” G gushed, nuzzling her face into Ali’s chest. Ali pushed her back to arm’s length. It was G, for sure. This wasn’t some twisted hallucination.

Ali grasped her by the upper arm and dragged her around a corner.

“What the fuck?” Ali whispered. “What are you doing here?”

“I got accepted!” G beamed with pride.

“Of course, 
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