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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      1 Year Ago

      Dahlia Frost awoke alone in the snowy forest, her skin numb from an icy chill that cut to the bone. Her last memory was a battle with a rogue group called the Dark Angels.

      Jet and that damned cyborg girl.

      She estimated that she’d been unconscious long enough to develop a case of hypothermia. Her left shoulder throbbed like it was on fire. She couldn’t lift her arm. The icy air bit into her skin as she removed her jacket and sweater. She tapped the S.O.S. feature on her watch. She hoped that one of her people was still alive to receive the distress call.

      I’m lucky it’s just a flesh wound. I… need to get back to the bunker!

      Pain shot through her fingers, and she hissed. She estimated her base to be a couple hundred yards away, but it might as well be on the other side of the continent. She didn’t think she would make it in her current condition, but she had to try. Dahlia trudged through the snow, her feet sinking deep as she moved. The cold seeped into her soul with every step. More pain; this time it shot through her left eye as her vision blurred. She touched her temple and the painful truth emerged. Layers of flesh hung from her face like leathery tentacles.

      I need to get help—and soon.

      Dahlia stumbled through the forest, her eyesight fading with each step. She had no idea where she was going, but she had to find shelter.

      Where’s that damned hatch—buried in snow?

      The snow was coming down in heavy sheets, snuffing out any trace of light from the sky. Dahlia’s teeth chattered, her fingers turning an icy blue as she stumbled forward. Even through the numbing cold, she could feel her will to survive slowly diminishing. She had to keep going; giving up was not an option. Dahlia collapsed. She rolled on her back; the wet snow feeling good on her face. She couldn’t believe that she was going to die alone in the middle of the Maine forest. Dahlia always thought that she would go out in a blaze of gunfire or an explosion.

      This is… disappointing, she thought, as a shape of something hovered above.

      The low guttural sound of a wild animal emitted from the direction of the shape.

      “Come on—let’s get on with it,” Dahlia said.

      The shadowy figure dove into the underbrush, thrashed as if fighting something, then stilled. Other than a still breeze, the only other sound was the constant pounding of her heart, which was only slightly elevated from her usual fifty-four beats per minute. She was so attuned with her body that she registered even the slightest change in heart rate. She soaked in the stillness of the evening air before moving on to find shelter. Dahlia wondered where the creature was, or if she’d imagined it. She wasn’t scared, but hopeful.
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      Somewhere over New England, Present Day

      The craft shook violently as an opposing cross wind slammed into Mr. Henry’s helicopter. Nigel gazed out the window as he considered his next move. Increasing cloud cover and the setting sun decreased visibility. Blanka piloted with precision. Mr. Henry seemed to be having a difficult time keeping up as her copilot.

      “The signal is coming from there,” Vedrana said as she pointed to the west.

      Eva removed a coat sleeve to reveal a metal left arm from the elbow down. She cursed as the turbulence caused her to misjudge her arm and poke herself with the business end of a screwdriver.

      “Dammit, keep it steady, Blanka,” Eva said.

      “I’m doing my best to keep this bird in the air.”

      Thunder crackled, and lightning lit the darkening sky as Blanka descended into the clouds below. Splotches of rain hit the windshield. Soon it was pouring so hard that Nigel could barely see anything out the window. 

      “We’re coming in too fast,” Mr. Henry shouted.

      “Don’t snap at her. She’s doing the best she can,” Nigel said to Mr. Henry.

      Mr. Henry turned and said something that Nigel couldn’t make out.

      “What?” 

      Mr. Henry unlatched his belt and faced Nigel. “The helicopter will stall before we can land safely.”

      Nigel felt a sudden jolt as the helicopter broke through the clouds and into the storm below. He could barely see anything through the pounding rain and wind. The movement sent Mr. Henry flying headfirst into the side of the helicopter. He was slumped over and not moving. His body shifted and fell on Blanka.

      I hope he isn’t dead!

      “Someone get him before I lose control,” she said.

      Nigel undid his belt, then pulled Mr. Henry off Blanka. He cinched the belt around Mr. Henry’s chest to keep him in place. He had to pull a little tighter than he wanted to keep him from moving from his seat. Nigel winced at the blood dripping across Mr. Henry’s face. 

      That wound is going to need some attention once we land—if we land.

      He barely had enough time to buckle his seatbelt before the chopper careened to one side. An unexpected lightning strike almost blinded him. The rolling wave of thunder echoed throughout the cabin of the chopper. It was pandemonium. 

      “That was too close! We need to land now,” Blanka said.

      “Vedrana, what’s the status on the signal?” Nigel shouted over the noise.

      “It’s getting stronger, Nigel. We’re getting close.”

      Suddenly, there was a loud, screeching sound, and the helicopter lurched to the side. Nigel heard Blanka swearing in Slovakian as she fought to regain control of the craft.

      “What the hell was that?” Eva yelled, clutching her metal arm.

      Nigel looked out the window and saw a dark shape darting through the storm, barely visible in the flashes of lightning. It was like nothing he had ever seen before.

      Then, he saw the building. It was a massive, decrepit structure looming out of the darkness. The signal was coming from inside.

      “Blanka, set us down on the roof.”

      She expertly maneuvered the helicopter toward the rooftop landing pad. Nigel’s heart raced as they approached the building, unsure of what awaited them inside. The storm raged on, making it difficult to see. The intensity of the rain increased as the helicopter was within meters of the landing pad. A bang and a crackling sound emanated from the aircraft. The sensation made Nigel’s teeth ache.

      “Is everyone all right?” Blanka asked.

      Nigel’s seatbelt was stuck, and he struggled to break free of its grip on him. 

      “Allow me, Nigel,” Vedrana said, cutting his harness with her knife.

       A group of men approached the helicopter. Something got stuck in Nigel’s throat. Eva had her handgun at the ready, but Nigel put a hand over it. She lowered the weapon.

      “Where’s Mr. Henry?” a burly man asked.

      “He hit his head,” Nigel said, pointing to the copilot seat.

      “Come with us. We’ll get you out of this storm.”

      “Our pilots have to stay with the ’copter.”

      The guard spoke into a radio. Within moments, Nigel and his companions were surrounded by heavily armed guards.

      “What’s the meaning of this? We have wounded,” Nigel said.

      “You’ve landed on the roof of a restricted facility, so forgive me if I don’t trust you,” a guard said.

      Nigel and his companions were herded into the building. One of the guards led Nigel and his beautiful assassins through several hallways. Finally, they entered a large room with a vault door at the far end. A man in a black coat stood in front of the door, leaning against a cane.

      “Welcome to Strahinja Vraza’s secret base. I am Professor Paladin.” 

      The older man appeared to be in his sixties and was dressed in black. His pencil-thin mustache reminded Nigel of an old-timey villain. The man’s steely gray eyes seemed to penetrate Nigel’s soul. Smoke spread around the brim of his hat. Nigel was surprised that the pipe wasn’t extinguished by the soggy evening, but the man’s hat provided all the protection it needed to stay lit. 

      “Who? Mr. Henry was supposed to be taking us to a US government facility so we could help with the Doc Chop crisis,” Nigel said. 

      Professor Paladin chuckled. “Mr. Henry was a mere puppet of Strahinja Vraza. He was never taking you to any government facility. You are here because we require your unique set of skills.”

      Nigel felt a chill run down his spine. His countless hours of Dark Web research had paid off. He had heard of Strahinja Vraza before, but he never thought he would be face-to-face with anyone from the notorious criminal group.

      “What does Strahinja Vraza want with us?” Vedrana asked, her hand already on the handle of her pistol.

      “Vraza has been impressed with your work, specifically your skills in subduction,” Paladin said, eyeing Blanka. “He wishes to put your abilities to the test.”

      Nigel’s mind raced as he tried to come up with a plan. He couldn’t let Paladin use them for his own twisted purposes, but they were heavily outnumbered and outgunned.

      Suddenly, Blanka stepped forward and spoke.

      “I’ll do it.”

      “What about the Cabal? I hope you’re not helping them!” Nigel said to Professor Paladin.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “No, I’m not allied with the Cabal. They are my enemy. I just want to put your skills to the test against them. If you succeed, I will reward you handsomely.”

      Nigel and the others exchanged glances. They had faced plenty of danger before, but this was different. They were going up against a powerful enemy, and the stakes were higher than ever before. 

      The group looked at Blanka in silence. She nodded firmly.

      “We accept.”

      “You say that you require our skills. For what?” Nigel demanded. “I didn’t break free from the notorious Black Heart to work for another master. We must put a stop to Doc Chop before the world as we know it collapses. The Cabal has already set that into motion to cover up Doc Chop’s diabolical scheme to turn New York’s citizens into his cybernetic slaves.”

      Professor Paladin sneered. “You seem to be mistaken. I don’t care about Doc Chop. I have my own problems.”

      Nigel’s jaw clenched in frustration. They were wasting precious time with this pointless conversation. He had to focus on their mission—stopping the Cabal and securing the world’s financial stability. He intended to hit them where it hurt: their wallet. The crypto attack was a mere stepping stone to what needed to be done.

      “We’ll do whatever it takes to get the job done,” Nigel said firmly, his eyes meeting Blanka’s. 

      She nodded in agreement, her hand instinctively tightening around the handle of her pistol. Nigel couldn’t help but feel a sense of admiration for her. 

      “Good,” Professor Paladin said with a cruel grin. “Because you’re going to need every ounce of skill you possess to face the Cabal.”

      He turned and motioned for the guards to open the vault door. Nigel watched in amazement as the massive steel slab slowly creaked open, revealing a dimly lit room filled with a familiar sight. Rows of humming machines with flashing lights could only be one thing: a server farm. Nigel recognized several quantum computers, the most powerful in the world. 

      Professor Paladin smiled at Nigel.

      “Well, what do you think, my boy?”

      A flash of memory entered Nigel’s mind. He was trying to get into a massive vault much like this one. A woman in her early thirties protected him as they fought to enter. Weapons fired at them from several directions. As they took on a barrage of assailants, she fell. Her lovely golden hair was filled with blood. She told him to run. To his eternal shame, he did.

      Natasha!

      Tears welled in his eyes and a lump formed in his throat. He couldn’t speak. The painful memory of the death of his first mentor haunted him.

      “Nigel, what’s the matter?” Blanka said. 

      He blinked and rubbed the moisture from his eyes.

      “With this computing power, we can track the Cabal’s movements faster, no?” Professor Paladin said.

      Nigel felt the weight of their mission pressing down on him. He had to succeed, for the world’s sake.

      “We can do this,” he said, more to himself than anyone else.

      Blanka put a comforting hand over his, and a tinge of arousal threatened to overwhelm him.

      “Take your time, Nigel.”

      Professor Paladin grabbed Nigel and pulled him close. A group of men surrounded the group. Blanka, Eva, and Vedrana closed in, weapons drawn.

      “Take another step and I will slit his throat. All I want to do is talk to the boy. There’s no need for violence,” Professor Paladin said as he pressed a blade against Nigel’s throat.

      “You’re the only one inciting violence. The rest of us are protecting ourselves,” Blanka said.

      Blanka shot a steely glare at the professor, but didn’t back down.

      “Ladies, let me see what the professor wants. If I don’t come out in fifteen minutes, you have my permission to slice and dice Strahinja Vraza as much as you want,” Nigel said.

      Professor Paladin pulled the knife away from Nigel’s neck. Blood rolled across his neck. 

      Eva gave him a mischievous grin and made a show of glancing at her wrist. “I’m counting down, starting now.”
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      Nigel’s breath got knocked out when a pair of burly men shoved him into a room with no windows. Professor Paladin entered and pulled up a chair, using his cane to steady himself. An enormous hulk of a man squeezed Nigel’s shoulders. Lightning shot through his back, shoulders, and arms. He fell and collapsed on the floor. 

      “Hey, what the hell?” Nigel said.

      “I’m going to level with you, boy. I’m making a hostile takeover of the Cabal. I need to find out everything you know.”

      Nigel stared at the older man with astonishment.

      “I’m sure you already know what I can tell you.”

      “Indulge me.”

      “How will I know you will not kill me anyway?”

      “I’ll let you go after I get the information I want. That’s the best I can do,” the older man said as he snapped his fingers. A block-headed man brought two cold beverages and opened them. Nigel licked his lips reflexively.

      “We’re all friends here, Nigel. Do you want something to drink?” 

      Nigel nodded, then one of his thugs set down an ice-cold bottle of Newport’s Finest: a homemade root beer that was one of Jet’s favorites. A memory of the two of them sitting on the Milford pier holding hands and drinking from a shared bottle overcame Nigel. The memory hit him like a sucker punch. Nigel picked up the bottle. Condensation dripped across it. He took a sip of the soda and a feeling of excitement overcame him. It felt like kissing Jet for the first time. He blinked, then forgot what he was about to say.

      “What’s the matter? Are you sick, Nigel?”

      “No, I’m all right,” he said, trying to regain his composure.

      How long since he last slept? Twenty-four hours? He didn’t know. He shook his head, then recalled the unpleasant events of the past several months. Nigel explained that his father kidnapped him and took him to the Cabal. Mr. Chen had forced him to attack the windowless building and exploit its secrets. A group of elite commandos known as the Dark Angels provided the muscle as he hacked his way through the facility. He had barely gotten out with his life. Many of the soldiers who accompanied him weren’t so lucky.

      “That’s an interesting story, but you left out one crucial piece of information.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why did the Cabal want all of these secrets when they’re collapsing the world economy and causing havoc across the region?”

      “I don’t know what goes through Mr. Chen’s mind, but I know he’s counting on the world’s economy to collapse so he can save it with crypto. The plan’s complicated and I don’t even think all his men know the full extent of everything,” Nigel said.

      “Interesting, but you haven’t told me everything.”

      “If you need details, then I suggest you ask more specific questions.”

      “Forgive me; allow me to rephrase. Mr. Chen and several others in his Cabal have an island where they are planning to fortify. I need to know the location.”

      Is he describing Jeremiah’s island?

      “I can tell you the location of his compound. A hotel in Newport, just south of Milford.”

      “I think you’re lying. I can see it in your face,” the old man said.

       Nigel reasoned that it wouldn’t be harmful to him or his friends if he simply told Paladin the location of Jeremiah’s compound. He just hoped that he would never return. It was where the Delta-51 experiments had been conducted. The only good thing was that April was reborn into an instrument for good, not the evil that her grandfather wanted. Thinking about it infuriated Nigel.

      “All right, the Cabal owns an island off the coast of Nigeria. It should not be difficult to find. It’s the one with the gigantic solar array.”

      Professor Paladin consulted his notes for a long moment, seeming to deliberately take his time.

      “That seems to be consistent with my reconnaissance,” the old man said.

      “Can I go now?”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know what Mr. Chen was looking for in the windowless building, would you, Nigel?”

      “Personally identifiable information on millions of people. That’s all I know.”

      “I need to see what Chen has. You and your team will go back to the building and retrieve that information for me.”

      “Are you kidding me? No way I’ll be able to get close. Plus, I had a squad of commandos the last time I was there.”

      “From where I’m sitting, it looks like you have all the backup you need. Your companions are very beautiful, Nigel. It would be a pity if they never left this place.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      With the assistance of his cane, Professor Paladin rose then cracked Nigel over the head. A warm sensation oozed across his face. The professor threw a handkerchief at Nigel. He did his best to stop the bleeding. The professor leaned in. Nigel could feel the man’s breath on his ear as he spoke.

      “I act, I wouldn’t waste your time or mine threatening you—boy!”

      “You’re going to pay for that when I kick your knees out, old man,” Nigel said. 

      “You? I think not. I was in the game long before your father was getting his jollies, son.”

      Nigel watched the older man closely. He noticed at least two physical weaknesses. If only he could get him alone in a room. He would teach the old fart a thing or two. 

      “I think I’ll start with Blanka. She is quite beautiful. I’ve always wanted a Slovakian woman in my bed. Do you think I have a chance?” Professor Paladin said, chuckling.

      Nigel flushed. He wasn’t going to risk the lives or virtue of his friends to this sick old man.

      “Fine, I’ll do it. But all of my companions are coming with me.”

      “Of course; all except Mr. Henry. That poor chap needs more rest.”

      Nigel nodded in agreement. Moments later, he was escorted back to his friends.

      “Nigel—you’re hurt,” Blanka said, giving him a hug and a kiss.

      “It’s good to see you, ladies. We need to prepare for a mission.”

      “Yes, my boy, feel free to restock and resupply. You’ll find the armory over there,” Professor Paladin said.

      “Thanks, Professor,” Nigel said as he walked in the direction of the armory. 

      He felt a presence and glanced back to see it was the man who’d assisted in his interrogation.

      “I’m Karl. The professor has ordered me to assist in your mission prep.”

      “No, we got this.”

      The man slapped Nigel. For a moment, the room spun, but he steadied himself.

      Moments later, a glint of steel surrounded the man. Blanka pointed a black gun at the man’s temple. Eva grasped the man by the throat with her cybernetic hand. He made a gurgling sound as she squeezed. Vedrana assumed a fighting stance.

      “Don’t hurt him, it will only make things worse for us. We’ll take him on the mission. We could use the extra muscle anyway,” Nigel said.

      “I don’t know,” Blanka said. She pulled the hammer back on her pistol.

      The man made a rasping sound as Eva squeezed. “We don’t need this parasite.”

      Many shouts and footsteps roared through the chamber. At least three dozen men surrounded them, weapons drawn.

      “It’s not a request. Either take Karl or we’ll make paste out of all of you. It makes no difference to me—boy!” Paladin said.

      “Drop the weapons,” Nigel said.

      Blanka and Vedrana carefully placed their weapons on the floor, then raised their hands. One man handcuffed Blanka, then pushed her toward a door. Eva backhanded Karl. He punched her. Two men wrestled her to the floor.

      “Nigel, you need to come with me,” Professor Paladin said.

      “I’m not going anywhere without my friends.”

      “I have someone close to you on the line. Don’t you want to say farewell to your dearest Josephine?”

      Nigel froze. His heart sank as the old man spoke her name.

      This guy has figured out everything. 

      “Wait… Give me your word that you won’t harm my friends, and I will go with you.”

      The old man nodded, then the surrounding squad of men backed down.

      “We’ll keep them safe.”

      Nigel didn’t see a way out. He took the path of least resistance and followed the maniacal old geezer into a study where a radio awaited. He took a seat and stared at the radio. Karl sat across from him, his gun within easy reach. 

      “Say nothing of the professor.”

      Nigel took a moment to collect himself and to slow his breathing. He wanted nothing more than to speak with Jet, but he was also worried about his new companions. They had shared much over these past months. Nigel picked up the handheld receiver, pressed the button, and spoke.
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        * * *

      

      Josephine “Jet” Smith tried the radio one more time. She had been in touch with Milo, and he had acted as an intermediary between the young lovers. She wasn’t happy with how things turned out at the chateau and Nigel’s deception. He tried downplaying his involvement in the largest cyber-attack in history. But she wanted to give him another chance to explain himself.

      “Hey, Jet,” Sally said.

      Jet frowned in frustration, then hit the radio.

      “Do you know how to use this damned thing?”

      “Sure, I can help. Still trying to reach Nigel?”

      Jet nodded and chided herself. She was usually good at technology, but today was different. She couldn’t seem to do anything right. 

      “Yeah, I just need to talk to him one more time. I need to hear his explanation,” Jet said, her voice trembling slightly. 

      Sally gave her a warm smile and took the radio from her hand. “Don’t worry, I got this,” she said before pressing the call button. 

      “Nigel, you there?” Sally spoke into the radio. 

      There was a moment of silence before a crackling sound filled the airwaves, and then Nigel’s voice came through. “Yeah, I’m here.” 

      “It’s Jet. She wants to talk to you,” Sally said before handing the radio back to Jet. 

      Jet took a deep breath before speaking. “Nigel, we need to talk. I need to know why you did what you did.” 

      There was a long pause before Nigel spoke again. “Jet, I’m sorry. I know what I did was wrong, and I regret it. But I was captured by the Cabal and didn’t have many options.”

      Jet’s heart twisted at the sound of his voice. She had missed him so much. But she couldn’t let him off the hook so easily. “That’s not an excuse, Nigel. You could have told me what was going on. We could have found another way.” 

      “I know, and you don’t know how sorry I really am. But can we please talk about this in person? I want to make it up to you,” he pleaded. 

      Jet’s heart ached at the thought of seeing him again, but she knew it was a risk. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down, especially now. “I don’t know, Nigel. I’m not sure if I’m ready to see you again.” 

      “I understand, but please just think about it. I want to make things right between us,” he said. 

      Jet was torn. She missed him so much, but she couldn’t trust him anymore. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to trust him again. Sally took control of the radio. 

      “Listen, Nigel. Jet needs some time to think. Maybe we can arrange something for the future, but right now, she needs to focus on herself.” 

      Jet breathed a sigh of relief as Sally handed her the radio back. She felt a weight lift off her shoulders at the thought of not having to face Nigel just yet. 

      There was a pause on the other end of the line before Nigel responded. “I understand. But things are getting pretty bad out here. I was trapped for several weeks inside an abandoned lodge. If it weren’t for Blanka, Eva, and Vedrana, I don’t know what I would have done. I would probably be dead.”

      Jet remembered Dahlia’s darlings, a group of teenaged assassins that Dahlia had trained since they were old enough to walk. A pressure was building in her chest. She knew that feeling all too well. 

      I can’t let the anxiety take over again!

      “I’m just happy that you’re safe now.” 

       “Yeah, about that. I’m with Mr. Henry, and he needs my help. We are going to try to restore the internet backbone.”

      Jet perked up at the sound of their old friend. Mr. Henry ran Better Buy Computers, a local computer repair shop that Nigel and Jet frequented.

      “Give Mr. Henry my regards. Don’t put yourself in danger, Nigel,” she said, trying not to sound as frightened as she felt.

      It had been weeks since she had reliable internet access. While she was able to get online, she felt guilty for not looking for clues to stop the calamity that the Cabal had put into motion.

      I guess the rumors of Mr. Henry being an NSA spy were correct. 

      With the state of the world, she knew that Nigel’s skills were in high demand, but that didn’t make it any easier for her to accept the danger he was putting himself in. 

      “I’ll try not to. Look, I know you need time, but please, just think about what I said. I’ll check in with you later if I can,” Nigel said, before signing off. 

      Jet sat in silence for a moment, her mind racing with conflicting thoughts and emotions. She missed Nigel so much, but she couldn’t ignore the pain and betrayal he had caused. Sally put a comforting hand on her shoulder. 

      “It’s okay, Jet. You don’t have to make any decisions right now. Just focus on taking care of yourself,” Sally said. 

      Jet nodded. She knew that she would need all the help she could get to face the challenges ahead. The world may be falling apart, but she was determined to find a way to survive, even if it meant facing her deepest fears head-on. She took a deep breath and gave Sally a determined look. 

      “Thanks, Sally. You’re right. I need to focus on myself for now. But I’ll keep Nigel from going to get himself killed. Who knows, maybe I can find it in my heart to forgive him someday,” Jet said, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. 

      Sally smiled warmly at her before grabbing the radio. “I’ll let him know. But for now, why don’t we focus on getting you some lunch?” 

      Jet nodded gratefully as Sally wheeled her toward the kitchen. She knew that the road ahead wouldn’t be easy, but she was ready to face it head-on. She was Jet, after all, and nothing could stop her from fighting for what she believed in. 

      Is it over?

      As they entered the kitchen, the delicious aroma of freshly baked bread filled Jet’s nostrils, and she smiled. 

      Sally pushed her toward the table, and she sat down. The warm meal brought her little comfort. She picked up a slice of bread and took a bite, savoring the taste of the soft, warm dough. She closed her eyes, enjoying the momentary respite from the chaos outside.

      Suddenly, a loud explosion rocked the building, and Jet’s heart skipped a beat. She looked up, fear etched on her face. Sally was already on the radio, calling for backup. Jet knew that this was it. The Cabal had found them.

      She took a deep breath, feeling a sudden surge of adrenaline coursing through her veins. She would not let them win. She would fight with all her might. The familiar sound of whirring drones filled the air. 

      Is Doc Chop attacking?

      She positioned herself so she could look out the window. A swarm of drones were spraying green gas across the airfield. One of the machines was gunning down mechanics and maintenance workers, while another sprayed gas over people in pilot’s uniforms. Smaller drones hovered over the attack and slayer drones. It was like they were making a movie of the carnage. She caught the attention of one of the drones. She propped herself up with one arm and shut the blinds with another. Her motionless legs pulled her body to the floor. She landed hard, hit her head, and swooned from the impact.
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      Nigel couldn’t believe that he was returning to the windowless building, a nondescript building in New York that he had stormed with the Dark Angels so many months ago. He wondered what happened to Sally, the girl who sacrificed herself so he could escape. He got to know Damien, Sally’s father, a little before he was ensnared by the Cabal once again. 

      “I don’t know if this is the right play,” Nigel said.

      Blanka gave him a look of determination, which he knew quite well. He had been on many adventures with her and they had become quite intimate. A pang of guilt overcame him.

      “This is our only option. Mr. Henry is incapacitated and we can only assume that he is working with Strahinja Vraza.”

      “What level of resistance can we expect from building security?” Eva asked.

      “The data center is the most secure room in the facility. We’re going to fight our way in and out.”

      “Take as many weapons as you can carry, we need backups for our primary weapons,” Blanka said.

      “This is the only weapon that I need,” Vedrana said, pulling out her katana.

      Eva filled her belt with various clips. The retracting blade from Eva’s robotic hand seemed brutal and out of place. Nigel gulped at the sight of Eva adjusting it; she was enjoying herself. She gave him a maniacal grin as she finished checking her weapons.

      “What else can you tell us about the building?”

      “That building is a fortress. I barely got out with my life.”

      “Well, that’s why you have us,” Blanka said as she placed a reassuring hand on his. 

      He didn’t want to admit it, but he was falling for her. He didn’t know what kind of life they would have, but he wanted—needed—to find Jet before he could move on.

      “Your chopper is outfitted and ready to go. I’ve taken the liberty of installing some ordinance that you will appreciate,” Professor Paladin said.

      Eva and Vedrana hurried to the helicopter. Eva took a position behind a massive automatic machine gun that looked like it could hold hundreds, maybe thousands, of rounds. Vedrana found a curved sword and started checking its balance. Nigel watched in fascination as she performed a number of ninja-like moves. He had seen her fight before, and she was magnificent. He had enjoyed partaking of her company while they were stuck in that snowy lodge. He felt a pang of regret for taking Mr. Henry’s offer.

      
      Later that evening

      As they flew over the city toward the windowless building, Nigel couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread wash over him. He knew that this mission was not going to be an easy one, and he was afraid of what might transpire. But he also knew that he had to be strong for his team; for Blanka, Eva, and Vedrana, who had put their trust in him.

      “Approach from the southwest. The security is weakest from that angle,” he said.

      As they approached the building, he noticed several guards. 

      In addition to the usual array of HVAC equipment, several satellite dishes were visible. The landing pad was wedged between two enormous dishes. Before Nigel could think of an exit strategy, the helicopter was pummeled with bullets. Karl spat blood as he took the brunt of the attack.

      “We’re taking fire,” Eva said as she manned the nearest big gun.

      She began firing the machine gun at the guards below. The sound of the gunfire echoed through the chopper, and he knew that they had little time before reinforcements arrived. 

      “Dammit!”

      The machine gun jammed and the guards wasted no time returning fire. Vedrana took cover behind a dying Karl. As his burly hand reached for the gun, Vedrana removed a dagger and plunged it into his chest. She closed her eyes as fresh blood spattered across her face. He coughed up blood then gasped for enough air to fill his punctured lungs before checking out. She snatched a handheld radio from his body.

      “Brace yourselves, we are coming in hot,” Blanka said as she maneuvered the helicopter and landed on the pad, narrowly missing one of the dishes.

      “Whoa, that was close,” Nigel said. 

      Blanka shrugged, then leaped out of the helicopter. Vedrana followed. Nigel was about to jump then froze. A figure ran into the building. He blinked.

      Was that? Nah, I’m so tired.

      “Psst, Nigel,” Blanka said
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