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INTRODUCTION

 

For this fourth volume, you may have noticed that there is one extra novel in the compilation. Where the previous volumes each contained three books, this one has four. There is a reason for that, and shocking as it may be, I’m going to share that reason with you.

 

You see, the Nathan K series was patterned after the old, men’s adventure books of the 70s and 80s. Books from series like Mack Bolan The Executioner and Remo Williams The Destroyer. Books that are lean, to the point, and have no fluff at all. Only difference is that Nathan has that whole immortality thing going for him. And like those series, I had created a structure that would allow infinite books. In fact, with hundreds of books written, The Executioner series is still going strong.

 

But for such a thing to keep alive, there must be periods of pause, endings to storylines, change or growth to the characters, sometimes even a whole restructuring of the team (don’t worry, Robin’s not going anywhere). So, when I wrote the thirteenth book, Prime, I knew it was time to close out the Larkin storyline that began way back with the first book, Immortal Killers. I also knew that after the book released, I would be taking a pause, putting Nathan on hiatus while I focused on other projects.

 

With that in mind, I decided to include Prime in this volume. Otherwise, you dear readers would be stuck waiting for Volume 5 to finish out the Larkin story, and that wait might be longer than usual.

 

Have no fear, though. I do not envision this as the end for Nathan. I already have plans for him and Robin. I hope to return writing more of their adventures, and provided you wonderful readers want the books, it won’t take me an eternity. In fact, if there’s enough demand, I’ll happily return to the series sooner. So, y’know, get your friends reading Nathan K fast. ::wink wink::

 

For now, though, turn the page and dig into Nathan’s latest adventure. Happy reading.

 

— July 2023


 

 

 

 

 

LONE STAR

STANDOFF


CHAPTER ONE

Sitting in a high-tech surveillance van, chilled by the air conditioning meant to keep the numerous computers and monitors from overheating, watching his teammate prowl through a swanky museum gala as she searched for the target would have made Nathan K ecstatic. Running a stakeout in a flatulent-soaked muscle car would have been fine, too — at least, it would have been a cool car. Instead, Nathan shared the back of a van so run down that he could see the street through the rusting holes on the sides.

Still, he had to hand it to Robin — she could make miracles out of nothing. They had a lot of nothing at the moment. No state-of-the-art, high tech surveillance set up. No air conditioning. Not even a worktable. They used a wooden door laid flat for the two laptops connected to an old sat-phone.

Clacking away at the keyboard, Robin’s green curls bounced with her head. “I can’t wait to get out of Spain. This set up sucks. I mean I understand that we have to make sacrifices so that we can go through the country without getting noticed, but we have been noticed. Not by the authorities, I’m too good for that, but whoever’s been ahead of us on these targets clearly knows about us. And c’mon, it would take me no time at all to set us up with credit cards. We could easily afford a better van and a better place to stay. It wouldn’t have to be fancy or anything, but this is so uncomfortable and —”

“If you want, you can stay back in California. Do all the work from the comfort of your apartment.” Though Nathan said it matter-of-factly, he knew she cringed. She wanted to be in the action, and ever since she had learned that he was an Immortal, she insisted on being present in the field.

As much as it bothered him to have Robin potentially at risk, he understood. He would rather have been the one on mission in the field than sitting back watching a dot on the laptop that represented Deanna Altman.

“I’m in,” Altman said over her ear-comm.

The connection scratched and popped. Robin flinched at the horrible sound quality. Nathan said, “Report what you see.”

“I’m standing against one wall. The place is what you’d expect for an underground casino. Short on frills, long on ways to lose your money all shoved into a large basement. It looks like the place is run by Spaniards, but the décor is distinctly Asian. Lots of Hentai posters, a few yin-yang symbols, and the music is straight from a Chinese restaurant. Two guards at the front door and another eight spread throughout the room. There’s an open archway in the back that looks like it leads to a kitchen or a bar. Dealers are all men, all Spanish. Only women working are waitresses and prostitutes. A mix of Korean, Vietnamese, and Filipino. You ask me, this is definitely connected to Russo.”

That was the point — Russo, and his counterpart Larkin, were two of the nastiest Immortals Nathan had encountered since he had become an Immortal. They manipulated and coerced other Immortals into working for them, creating a network of double-souled agents designed to enrich their own greed. Larkin chose the route of mercenaries for hire. Their clients — governments, organized crime, and any others with deep pockets seeking out black ops and assassinations. But Russo embarked on a much darker route — human trafficking, extortion, and a host of other ugly ways to abuse human beings.

One of Russo’s victims had been Altman’s sister.

Robin adjusted some of the audio levels and said, “Okay, time to flash those beautiful legs.”

Holding back a comment, Nathan wondered if Robin had a little crush on Altman. Robin often pointed out that being a black lesbian came with many more challenges than most people had to deal with, but he doubted that her thick-skinned bravado protected her heart from wanting what it wanted. Besides, she wasn’t wrong.

With a sigh, Altman said, “Going in now.”

Through the ear-comm, Nathan and Robin eavesdropped on every step of Altman’s progress. They heard the background chatter, the constant ticking of chips, and the rippling of shuffled cards. Altman ordered a pisco sour and played a few hands of blackjack. Then a few more. Her drink arrived. Another two hands, yet still nobody approached her.

“You sure she’s the right bait?” Nathan asked.

Robin shook her head, never taking her eyes off the laptop screens. “Can you really doubt me now? After all that you’ve seen me do?”

“I know, but —”

“Have a little faith. All the data I pulled off Commander Shi’s phone — which, by the way, you still need to give me credit for running an excellent op on that one — it provided our initial list of seven targets. Based on Shi’s emails and texts, it’s clear to me that these men and women work for companies tangentially involved with Russo. They’re not going to lead us straight to the man, but they can get us going in the right direction. And really, after three different countries, you should know better than to question my abilities. I mean when each of those three targets has met with a sudden, deadly, and suspicious accident, it’s clear to me that we’re getting close. If you could do your job and stop whoever the assassin is, then we’d be golden. I mean, let’s face it — a prostitution ring in Italy, a meth lab in Turkey, and a chopshop in France. That all sounds like the kind of crap Russo makes his money from. Why would you think that an illegal casino would be any different?”

Nathan chuckled. “I only meant that perhaps Estevan Moreno preferred a different kind of woman.”

“Nope. Shi has several emails regarding Moreno’s casinos and his affinity for young, beautiful black women. It’s also how I knew about the laptop Altman’s trying to get. I suspect Shi’s people were planning to use all of this information against Moreno — especially whatever we find on that laptop.”

“But we don’t know who Commander Shi was communicating with regarding Moreno.”

“Sure we do. The Commander texted with MXk11.”

“Yes, I know that much. But who is MXk11?”

“Somebody skilled enough to cover their tracks. But I haven’t given up. I won’t until I find the answer.”

Altman’s crackling voice said, “I have eyes on Moreno. He just entered from the back. He’s scanning the room, seems pleased with the turnout. He’s whispering to a man standing next to him, and he’s looking at me. I’ve given him a nod. He’s coming over.”

Robin rolled her eyes at Nathan. “See? A little faith.”

“Never doubted you for second.” Nathan scooted closer to the laptop speaker.

After a few seconds of scuffling sounds and some more static cracks, a suave-voiced man said, “I couldn’t help but notice that a stunning woman sat at one of my tables all alone.”

“Your tables? You own this place?”

Nathan and Robin snickered. Altman played her part well.

“Indeed. I am Estevan Moreno. And you are?”

“Michelle Hollings.”

They heard Moreno kiss Altman’s hand. “A lovely name for a lovely woman.”

Nathan said, “So lovely that he’ll be ordering a check on her in the next three minutes.”

“Quit worrying,” Robin said. “I’ve finished all the obvious places they’ll search for information on her, and I’m even getting some of the deeper dive info out there now. If you’d given me more notice, I could’ve created a Michelle Hollings that would be unimpeachable.”

“It only needs to get her through the next few hours.”

Altman had come up with the plan — a spin on a honey trap. She would catch Moreno’s eye, wait for him to suggest they go somewhere more private — failing that, she would suggest it herself — and once alone, Nathan would appear with Maggie in hand. That 10mm handgun and Nathan’s cold eyes had a way of loosening a lot of tongues. The plan’s simplicity and their lack of time made the idea appealing.

But now that they were running the whole thing, Nathan wondered if they should have simply waited. So what if Moreno planned to leave the country later that night? They could have tracked him down. Within another week, they’d have a new location to surveil and shortly after that, they’d be executing another plan.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Robin said as Moreno and Altman continued to chat in an innocent yet devilish manner. “But you need to trust Altman on this one.”

“I do.”

“Yeah, but you feel pushed into this.”

“Well, I was. She’s so adamant about finding Russo, so determined that he’ll somehow be able to save her sister’s life that she’s blind to rest of it. Especially the part about Russo being a bastard who most likely will refuse to help out of spite. Not to mention the fact that he’s the cause of her sister’s catatonic state to begin with.”

“Perhaps that’s all an excuse and she just wants to blast the guy away.”

“He’s an Immortal.”

“Only when he has two souls.”

Nathan paused. “You’re getting way too comfortable with that concept.” He slid open the side door and stepped out. “I need to stretch.”

Robin had the sense to stay quiet. Or perhaps she remained absorbed with her computers and paid him little attention. Regardless, Nathan had his ear-comm in. If anything important went down, she could alert him instantly.

He strolled down the narrow alley until he reached Calle Obra. The warm air smelled of cumin and chilies. Off to his right, Nathan watched several cars slow long enough to deposit one high-roller after another.

The world froze.

A sporty car pulled up to the curb and out stepped a tall, black woman, athletic, graceful, strong, intelligent, young, and several hundred years old. Not only had this Immortal ushered Nathan into the Immortal world, not only did she work for Larkin, but she was one the deadliest Immortals he had ever known. Her name was Octavia.


CHAPTER TWO

Nathan whipped around the corner and sprinted toward the back of the building. As he tore by the van, he said, “Robin, be ready to move fast.”

“Why? What’s going on? Where are you?”

With sudden tension in her voice, Altman said, “Oh Estevan, you’re so charming. The way you talk makes me wonder what exactly is going to happen tonight.”

As Nathan cut around the back corner, he said, “We’ve got company. Another Immortal. Name’s Octavia, and she’s with the Larkin group. The fact that she’s here is not good for us.”

Robin said, “Octavia? Isn’t that the lady we met up with back in Georgia?”

“Yeah.”

“But she helped us. She’s on our side.”

“Sometimes. Sometimes not. Long story behind that one. Now is not the time.”

A young man stood near the kitchen backdoor. He smoked a cigarette. Seeing Nathan run along, he flicked his cigarette away, and his face screwed into curious confusion. Nathan would use that to his advantage.

Waving the young man over, Nathan said, “Por favor. Ayudeme. I need help.”

Nathan bent over as if in pain, and he waited. When the young man approached, Nathan barreled forward, hauling an uppercut into the guy’s jaw. As the young man flew backwards, dazed and bleeding, Nathan delivered two more sharp jabs. Nothing more was needed — the young man lost consciousness.

In less than a minute, Nathan had stripped the man of his work clothes and put them on. Tried to, anyway. The guy was taller than Nathan and thinner. Not even close to a perfect fit, but since most people in an underground casino never bothered looking at the staff, he did not think it would cause a problem. If it did, he had Maggie in his waistband holster.

“Altman, I’m coming in. Be ready for anything. Robin, now would be a good time to finalize our IDs for getting out of this country. Also, any chance you can hack into the security feeds in this place?”

“Anything else?” Robin continued typing even as she vented. “I only have seventeen hands according to you. And what kind of idiot do you think I am that I wouldn’t have tried to break into their surveillance first thing? But the answer is no — we don’t have access to their system. It’s not online. We would need to have placed a transmitter in there earlier to send a signal to me. Then it would only be a matter of —”

“Robin.”

“Sorry. I’ll get on everything else right away. The van is turned around and running. We can leave the second we need to.”

Nathan entered the kitchen and weaved through the bustling chaos. Several cooks glanced his way, so he made a show of acting as if he belonged there, knew he was late, worried he would get fired, and simply wanted to get working right away. That seemed to satisfy most of the staff. But that satisfaction would not last long. At some point soon, either a cook or a waitress or one of the three bartenders would call over Moreno’s men. Questions would begin and he would be hauled out of there.

But not before he had a chance to see Octavia.

Nathan pushed through the kitchen’s swing doors. He entered a corridor that acted as a causeway between the casino and the kitchen with restrooms on either side about halfway through. A barrel-chested man in an ill-fitting tux stood guard at the other end by the swinging doors leading to the gaming. He took one look at Nathan and shook his head.

Without pause, Nathan strode through the corridor. The guard moved one step to block the way. He wore a bouncer’s tired expression as if he really did not want to have to hurt this little guy. The man even put out his hand like a traffic cop trying to direct an oncoming car. Big mistake.

In one swift motion, Nathan grabbed hold of the man’s wrist and yanked him off-balance. As he stumbled, Nathan stepped to the side and pulled out Maggie. He clocked the guy hard, right at the base of the skull, and the big man collapsed.

Nathan didn’t have long. Waitresses would be passing through any moment. Gripping the man under the arms, Nathan dragged him into the men’s room. He dumped the guard in the back stall and hurried out. Not the best solution, but hopefully, it would buy him time enough.

He entered the casino and sidestepped into a shadowed corner. The fog of cigarette smoke hung in the air. Dim lighting and burned-out gamblers focusing all their attention on the rolls of dice or the flip of a card meant few would notice him. For now.

A quick scan of the room and Nathan pegged Octavia in seconds. She sat at a small table, sipping a cocktail. Her eyes carefully observed Altman and Moreno. That was quite a sight.

Moreno looked more like a Vegas reject than a Spanish gangster. He wore white and black snakeskin boots and a cowboy outfit with more frills than Roy Rogers ever dreamed of. Despite the boots, he still looked short and Altman had to slouch to not appear so intimidating. When the man released his sleazy grin, a gold tooth snuck into view.

Nathan flattened along the wall, keeping to the darker shadows whenever possible. His chest fluttered like a boy at a school dance afraid to cross the room to the girls. But his nervousness did not stem from a desire to date Octavia. If anything, he feared he might lose control and try to kill her. Not only because he assumed she had been the assassin who had followed them throughout Europe but because she had put him in this mess with Larkin and Russo to begin with.

When he had first become an Immortal, if she had simply let him be, he would have learned the rules eventually. It would have been difficult, but with all eternity ahead of him, he would have learned. Or he would have died trying. But because of her, Nathan’s world had become infinitely more complex. Probably forever.

“Been a long time,” he said as he took the seat next to her.

She kept her body faced out, her eyes on Moreno, and one finger running the rim of her wineglass. “Hardly. Not for us. Give it three centuries, and that’s a long time. Even a few decades could be called a long time, maybe. But it’s only been a handful of years. Not long at all.” She wore her hair in a mid-sized Afro which drew attention more to her and away from him.

“What do you want with Russo?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit. You’ve been trailing us from country to country, jumping ahead on each target, and killing them.”

“I thought those were accidents.”

“About as much an accident as you showing up here tonight. Has Larkin recovered so quickly from losing his island that he’s ready to start after Russo again?”

She did not respond for a moment, and Nathan chanced a quick peek at the kitchen doors. Waitresses continued to enter and exit, but no guards stood around trying to secure the situation. On his ear-comm, Nathan heard Altman laughing as she took bigger bets. Smart woman — trying to rip through her gambling money as fast as possible so that she would have an excuse to either pull Moreno with her or exit on her own.

“Nathan, I think there’s a problem,” Robin said in his ear. “I’m catching some odd little spikes in the air around the building. Could be nothing, but my hacker sense is tingling.”

Nathan took a big risk, reached over, and pushed aside Octavia’s hair. She snapped her head toward him as she slapped his hand aside, but he saw what he needed to — she had an ear-comm.

“Not alone,” he said. “Let me guess — Clockwork?”

She grinned. “I only ever bring the best with me.”

In his ear, Robin said, “ MXk11 is Clockwork. I should’ve known. I’ll try to counter him, block what he’s doing, but he’s already ahead of the game on me.”

Turning her attention back to Moreno, Octavia said, “You are still naïve and foolish. Ever since I brought you into all of this, you’ve never seemed to grasp how this is all played.”

“Seems pretty clear to me. You and the Larkin Group are guns for hire. Or anything else they want to spend money on to make you do. You think you’re playing at being a spy but really —”

“You should close your mouth and open your ears. Everything you’re saying only proves my point. You still refuse to view things within the expansive longevity of an Immortal. You still give so much weight on the present day. That will always be your downfall. You’re asking me if Larkin has recovered from you destroying his island, and you want me to take you seriously? The whole point of Larkin’s organization, or even Russo’s for that matter, is to withstand centuries, to provide Immortals with protection from those who want to cut us open and see what makes us tick. Whether the island is lost to a cowboy like you or a hurricane or a world war doesn’t matter. He’s always been prepared for it. He knows when to lay low and when to be bold.”

“Fine. He’s a regular boy scout. Are you saying that now he’s decided to be bold? Because I don’t see why you would be stopping my team from finding Russo unless your boss has bigger plans for the guy.”

She took an amused sip of her drink. “Congratulations. You almost sound intelligent.”

“You can be as cryptic and as insulting as you want, but it’s not going to change a thing. Moreno is ours. You’re too late this time.”

Setting her glass down, she shifted in her chair to face Nathan full on. “How sad for you that you still fail at the most basic level of these kinds of operations — always have a Plan B.”

“Oh crap,” Robin said. “Clockwork’s got control of—”

The lights went out. As emergency lights popped on, fire alarms rang loud.


CHAPTER THREE

The instant the lights went out, Octavia reached for her purse. Nathan knew she had a weapon in there — had to have one — and he also knew she intended to kill him. As an Immortal, she could sense that he currently had two souls which meant he had one to spare. He sensed the same for her.

He slammed his palm into her elbow, forcing her hand across her purse. She rammed the elbow back, catching Nathan in the chest. She then stomped on his foot with her heel and gained the few seconds needed to pull out her weapon — a Beretta 92. Always the classics.

In the seconds this exchange took place, Nathan heard in his ear-comm the frightened voice of Moreno. “W-What the hell is going on?”

“Keep down,” Altman said. “I’m here to protect you.”

“Protect me?”

Nathan barred his arm upward to stop Octavia from taking aim. As her arm jolted from the hit, her weapon discharged, plunking a hole into the ceiling. The panicked gamblers screamed at the gunshot and raced for the exits.

Altman said, “There are people here to kill you. They want your laptop.”

“What laptop?” Moreno said.

“Don’t play dumb. Your life doesn’t have that much time.”

Nathan managed to get a tight grip on Octavia’s wrist with one hand and the other locked around her throat. She used her free hand to sock him in the side. Probably broke one of his ribs — yet again.

“You’re working for a dangerous man,” Altman said. “And somebody gave you information about his whereabouts.”

Moreno said, “I swear, I swear, I don’t have the laptop.”

Even as Nathan struggled with Octavia, he heard the same thing Altman did. Altman said, “But you know what laptop I’m talking about. Where is it? If you don’t have it, who does?”

“Get me out of here. Get me safe, and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

Octavia went to punch Nathan again, but he brought his knee up to her groin. The hit weakened her enough that he wrenched her gun hand over and smacked it hard on the table.

Ignoring the pain, she raked his cheek with her nails. He dared to wink at the weak maneuver. Dumb. The rake had been nothing more than a distraction. She had used the movement to reposition her body so that she could pinwheel her legs around. Suddenly he found his neck vice-gripped between her thighs. Having the weight of a full-grown woman locked around the neck forced him down to the floor. If he didn’t tuck and roll, she would have an easy time snapping his bones to puncture his throat.

As the lights flicked back on, as Nathan rolled free and bent over gasping for air, he heard Robin. “I’m doing what I can to help you guys. Clockwork clearly had access to the casino system which means he had set up a signal somewhere. I’m piggybacking it, but he’ll figure that out quick. Now would be a good time to get the hell out of there and into the van.”

“I’ve got Moreno,” Altman said, the sounds of heavy breathing and running feet suggesting she was on the move.

Robin said, “Nathan? Where are you?”

Nathan pushed back onto his feet in time to see Octavia bang through the swinging doors toward the kitchen. He bolted across the room, slipped on loose poker chips dotting the floor, and managed to regain his footing. Kicking the swinging doors open, he saw Octavia had already reached the opposite side of the corridor. Dashing toward her, he narrowed his focus to see what direction she moved so he would know where to expect an attack when he entered the kitchen. However, he never noticed the barrel-chested guard burst from the restroom.

Fuming at what Nathan had done to him earlier, the guard tackled Nathan, breaking him into the wall. With meaty fists, he pistoned one blow after another — striking the chest, the gut, and the face.

Nathan tried to chop the man’s neck but failed to reach. The big guy was simply too big. Nathan’s arms weren’t that long.

Stuck on his back, straddled by this guard, Nathan could not reach behind to grab Maggie. Every second spent dealing with this lug gave Octavia infinite opportunities to find Altman and Moreno. He did not want to think about the outcome of that confrontation.

A crazy idea popped in Nathan’s head, and he did not hesitate. He reached up and grabbed a fistful of the man’s shirt. Yanking the guard close, Nathan planted a sloppy wet kiss on the man’s lips. The shock of being kissed when in the middle of a fistfight confounded the guard’s brain which caused him to not only hesitate but loosen his grip.

Nathan rolled out from under the guard, popped up to the knees, pulled out Maggie, and shot. “Stay down. I don’t want to kill you.”

The guard’s thigh sprouted a stream of blood. He had one hand behind on the wall, and all of his mind looked to be consumed with efforts to stand. Nathan could see the thigh would not be enough. He shot the man’s other leg. As loud pain-drenched screams filled the corridor, Nathan dashed off.

Crashing into the kitchen, he found the place empty. All the orchestrated mayhem of the cooks, all their sharp tongues and jovial attitudes had disappeared. Some probably stood on the street, waiting to find out if the fire department would show up. A few smarter ones recognized trouble and were most likely hoofing it blocks down the road. While the kitchen smelled wonderful, the lack of sound left it a ghostly calm. The harsh emergency lighting bounced off the chrome surfaces, sending a disorienting array of reflections in all directions.

“Altman, where are you?”

“Staircase is in the back corner of the kitchen,” she said, clearly still on the move.

He darted through an aisle and saw what looked like folding doors of a closet left slightly open. Sliding it aside, he found a steep, narrow staircase that curved as it went up.

When he reached the top, he entered Moreno’s office designed with elaborate and expensive taste. The desk — mahogany with gold trim — had four thick wooden legs which ended with animal feet. Elephant, Nathan thought. Heads of bears, lions, and wolves had been mounted on the walls. Instead of artwork, he had full animal skins hung like tapestries. Moreno himself sat behind the desk, his eyes jittering in terror. In the center of the room, Altman and Octavia stood on opposite sides of a circular, zebra skin rug. Altman had her Glock 17 pointing at Octavia’s chest.

“Looks like this might be a good time for us all to have a little chat,” Nathan said, stopping right out of Octavia’s reach. “To start with, why don’t you tell us —”

In his ear, Robin uttered a chain of swears. The lights flickered on and off. The fire alarm attempted to restart. “Clockwork’s booted me out. Where are you guys?”

Octavia launched forward. Altman fired her Glock, but in the confusion, the bullet went wild. Even if it had landed, Octavia wouldn’t mind — she could take a bullet. She could take a killing, if necessary.

Like a Bolshoi ballerina, Octavia moved with swift grace. She spun counterclockwise, grabbing hold of Altman’s weapon hand and catching Altman’s temple with an elbow strike. Often, that kind of hit forced the hands open and the weapon released. But Altman clenched tight.

Nathan soared forward into the fray. He wanted to use Maggie, but if he missed, or if Octavia turned to use Altman as a shield, he could kill his partner, or Moreno, for that matter. Too many mortals in the room.

Octavia kicked out, snagging Nathan in the hip as she continued to spin. Altman tried to readjust, but Octavia’s speed and experience overwhelmed her. In the time it took Nathan to return to the fight, Octavia had flipped around, nailed Altman in the chest, and put her in a headlock.

As Nathan tried to take advantage of Octavia being busy with Altman, he saw Moreno’s attention draw beyond the fight. The man’s mouth opened wide as he dropped beneath the desk. Damn.

Whipping out Maggie, Nathan whirled around and dropped to his knees. Two guards fumbled through the stairwell. Both men opened fire.

Nathan shot the front man in the chest — nice broad target. Over his shoulder, he heard Altman’s Glock blast away and the second guard took a bullet in the leg and one in the head. But Altman would not have killed the man when the leg shot put him out of commission. Which meant Octavia had full control of Altman’s weapon.

Before he could spin back, he knew what was coming. He never heard the bullet, but he felt the impact as Octavia’s Beretta took over — a burn in the back of his head, a sharp force thrusting his chin into his chest, and his body no longer following his commands.

He dropped to the floor, and his momentum turned him on his side. He watched as Octavia slammed her fist into Altman’s head before holstering her Beretta. Turning to Nathan, she said, “I’m not going to kill her. That’s the only consideration you get.”

She moved toward the desk and with one hand, flipped it aside. Moreno cowered in a squat. With Altman’s gun, Octavia shot Moreno twice to the back.

With precise motions, she removed the magazine from Altman’s weapon, emptied the chamber, and dropped it all on the floor. As she sauntered out, she glanced at Nathan. “Stop looking for the laptop. I’m tired of chasing you around.”

Nathan died.

It had been a while since he had suffered such an easy death. One bullet. No broken bones other than a rib. Minor bruising. Not bad.

Once his second soul had left through his eyes like a dark mist floating into the sky, he felt the burn of the slug working its way out the back of his skull. Even before the flattened piece of metal clinked on the floor, the crack in his head pulled together. Skin and hair would grow back in seconds along with his other small injuries. It hurt, but he had endured far worse healings in the past. He was mortal now and completely healthy.

When he stood, he found Altman looming over Moreno. “Is he still alive?” he asked.

Altman glanced at Nathan and hesitated. Though she knew he was an Immortal, she had yet to become comfortable with seeing him return from the dead. “Barely,” she muttered. She turned back to Moreno. “Come on. Don’t you want revenge? The people who killed you for this laptop aren’t done yet. Where do we find it?”

As Nathan came into view, Moreno’s eyes grew large. Whatever twists and turns of logic rumbled through his mind, he finally stretched out his hand and caressed Altman’s cheek. “America,” he whispered.

As he slumped back, Nathan pushed Altman aside. He leaned over Moreno and brought their heads close together. As Moreno’s soul left his body in a gray mist, Nathan opened his eyes wide and brought that soul into him. Normally, he would avoid such a young man for his second soul — too great a chance the soul would fight for control of the body — but Moreno had proven to be a great coward.

With his second soul in place and his Immortality returned, Nathan faced Altman. “Looks like we’re going back to the States.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Nathan hunkered down with his back against a crate strapped tight to the hull of the 747 cargo plane. Robin swore she could have arranged a better flight — even first-class, if they had wanted — but she feared Clockwork would notice that sort of manipulation. This was the best she could find that would get them across the ocean fast and under the radar of one of the best hackers she had ever come across. Feeling the crate’s cool wood against the back of his head, Nathan tried to let the steady rumble of the jet soothe him into sleep.

But Altman refused him that pleasure.

“We are failing,” she said as she paced down the narrow aisle between the crates.

Robin sat cross-legged on the floor a few feet away, her laptop propped on one knee as she typed with vigor. She had an earbud in her right ear and her left open to listen to the conversation. Nathan could hear the distinct thump of John Bonham breaking a levee. As she downed the last of a can of Mountain Dew, she said, “We’re dealing with very determined Immortals. You shouldn’t be surprised that we’re experiencing a lot of failure. But it only takes one success to get what we want.”

“My sister doesn’t have forever. Russo’s turned her mind to mush, and he’s out there laughing at us and our pathetic attempts to find him. We’re not getting any closer.”

Nathan said, “We know Octavia and Clockwork are involved now. That’s a step in the right direction.”

Altman stopped with her back to Nathan. Her body tensed as she made tight fists. “How? It only tells us that we’re going to have an even tougher time finding Russo.”

“I don’t know about that. Robin and I defeated Larkin.”

“You didn’t defeat him. He’s still out there.”

“We won a significant battle against him, sunk his entire island, and he’s every bit as bad as Russo. Plus, we know what country to go to. Octavia is a step behind us for a change.”

“I doubt that,” Robin said. “I mean I’m trying my best to make sure Clockwork can’t figure out where we are or where we’re going, but contrary to popular belief, I’m not infallible.”

“Is that why we’re heading to South America first? To hide our tracks?”

“Sure. But when we switch planes in Brazil, and when we get in a taxi or on a bus or however we plan to get to our next location, we’ll leave behind a trail. I’ll cover every inch of it that I can, but haven’t you learned by now that you can’t entirely erase somebody from the internet? It’s far too big. Clockwork is every bit as good as I am at this stuff. Eventually, he’ll find us.”

“You see?” Altman said, resuming her furious pacing. “By the time we figure out where we’re going, they’ll probably already be there.”

Nathan stood and stepped in front of Altman’s path. Though she glowered at him, he did his best to present a sympathetic expression. “No matter how bad this seems, no matter how bad it actually becomes, we’re not going to give up. You understand? We’ve become a team, and that means we’re in this together. It’s no longer just you fighting for your sister. We’re here, too.”

“But America is a huge country. We’re looking for a single laptop in all of that space. It’s practically impossible.”

“Maybe not,” Robin said. “Right now we’re like a ship on the edge of a whirlpool, and at the opposite side is Octavia’s ship. Everybody is spinning around the same central point which is this laptop. But this particular laptop isn’t just some random piece of equipment off in the middle of nowhere — it’s the center of the whirlpool. It’s the vortex pulling us all towards it.”

“How is a laptop pulling us?” Altman said, propping her back against a crate as she crossed her arms.

“Well, this laptop is clearly important. We want it because we expect to gain information on where to find Russo. Or at the very least, I can start tracking back to where it came from, and that will get us a step closer to Russo. It’s also obvious that Octavia and Clockwork are working against us. Now, when I was a kid, I had a favorite doll I loved playing with. I know I’m not the doll kind of girl, never really was a fan of all the frou-frou stuff girls did, but I still had this one doll I loved.”

“Robin,” Nathan said.

“Don’t give me that Robin crap. Pay attention. This doll was important to me. One-of-a-kind as far as I was concerned. So when I would have friends come over to play, I knew they would end up touching all my toys and I wouldn’t want them getting to my doll. So, I hid it in my room carefully. You all know me well enough to know that when I say I hid it, I hid it damn good. Nobody was going to find it. At least, no other kids that I knew.”

“Let me guess — you put it in the floorboards.”

Robin paused. “Well, yes, but I was eight. It seemed like a good idea. But how was I going to remember which floorboard? Even at that age, I had learned that my brain fires off faster than most people can blink, so I worried I might forget because I got involved in too many other things. I wouldn’t forget it was under the floor, but I didn’t want to be prying up every floorboard. So, I took a knife and I made a tiny little notch in the wood to let me know. Do you follow me?”

“Not at all.”

Altman leaned forward. “You’re saying that this laptop is super important. But they didn’t destroy it, so like your doll, they’ve hidden it.”

“And like my doll, they have to put some kind of notch, some kind of sign so that they can find it. It’s already shifted through several hands to make its way to America. If or when Russo needs this, how does he find it?”

Nathan nodded. “Sounds good. What’s the answer? How does he find it?”

“It must produce some kind of a signal. It can’t be anything that connects too strongly with the internet because a hacker like me or Clockwork would find it with ease. But there must be something out there that when it gets pinged, it will respond. With the help of some high-level code I’ve written, and some I may have borrowed from my time at Eternity, all we really need is the processing power of a couple, ten thousand computers.”

“Great. You happen have ten thousand computers on hand?”

Robin smiled as she turned her laptop to face the group. “Actually, I do.”

On the screen, a casual game which appeared to mix a simple farming simulation with a science fiction theme ran along on its own. Nathan and Altman moved closer to understand how this would help.

Robin said, “By the time we land, this won’t look so wonky, and when I finish uploading the game, I’ll see that it spreads quickly. We don’t need it to be a big hit. We only require a few thousand people to play. Once they download it onto their computers, they will also download the real code that I’ve snuck inside the game. That code will take control of their computers whenever they’re not doing anything.”

“I take it that code is going to help you search for this laptop signal.”

“Give the boy a prize.” She turned the laptop back and resumed typing.

 

 

By the time they switched planes in Brazil, Robin had completed coding her game and uploaded it to the internet. As they flew to Miami — a destination for endless flights from South America — she had created a dozen fake identities on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and several smaller but powerful social media platforms. Each one posted a series of innocuous and silly pet images while also trolling for followers. Every twenty minutes, these identities then promoted the wonders of a new game called Superstar Space Farmer.

When they touched down in Miami, four hundred people were already playing. By the time they worked their way to long-term parking, disabled two security cameras, and lifted a car with plenty of dust on the hood, fifteen hundred people were playing. And once they had gone several hours north on I-95, pulled off an exit nowhere near a major city, and settled in for the night at a motel that had never seen better days, Robin’s little game had reached over seven thousand players.

She had one laptop on her bed pulling in all the data from those seven thousand computers — now seven thousand five hundred twenty-three — as they searched for anomalies that might be the mystery laptop’s signal. She had a second laptop in which she continued to create fake accounts to promote her farm game. With a six pack of Coke at her side and both earbuds in, she receded into her digital world leaving Nathan and Altman sitting on the edge of the other bed watching the news on a small television.

Neither spoke a word. Nathan did not feel tension between them, but he did feel Altman’s singular focus. It pervaded everything she did and said. It was the sweat from her pores and the breath from her lungs.

Several hours later, nobody had moved. The news had been replaced with the 1967 cinematic classic — Son of Godzilla. At the point that Nathan considered asking if anybody wanted to order pizza, Robin uttered a short curse, pulling everyone’s attention.

She ripped out her earbuds and spun her computer toward Nathan. “Read it for yourself.”

Nathan and Altman huddled around the screen. A single window had popped up and read:

 

Dearest Robin,

My teammate, Octavia, requests the presence of your fellow teammate, Nathan, at the following coordinates. 38.245294 - 100.241615. She will wait there until sundown tomorrow. He should come alone.

 

BTW, Superstar Space Farmer is actually a lot of fun. Especially for a hastily made game intended as nothing more than a delivery system.

 

With great affection,

Clockwork

 

As Nathan backed up, Robin slammed shut her laptop. “I’ve already checked those coordinates on Google,” she said. “It’s an abandoned farm in the middle of Kansas. But worse is that Clockwork knows what I’m doing with the game. If he hasn’t already done so, he’s going to try to find a way to hack into my game and divert the signals to his computer first. We’ll still get the information, but it’ll be delayed.”

“Which means he and Octavia are ahead of us once again,” Altman said.

“Which means we have to come up with a different tactic.”

Nathan shook his head. “You two have to come up with another tactic. I need to head to Kansas.”

“You’re going? It’s obviously a trap. Right? That’s what that kind of thing is.”

“You forget — one of the only key rules to being an Immortal is that we don’t kill each other. Not permanently. While Octavia is determined, I’ve never known her to be sadistic or cruel. She wants to meet me, that’s fine. I’ll be okay. In fact, it also means that she doesn’t know where the laptop is. Otherwise, she wouldn’t bother with this meeting. She’d just go kill whoever has the laptop and take it. Mission over. They’re still ahead of us for the moment, and they’ve screwed up the one good tactic we had. But the two of you are smart. You’ll come up with something else. In the meantime, maybe I’ll be lucky and Octavia will slip up. Maybe I can find out something that will help us.”

“I don’t like this. You should —”

“I should do anything to further our goal. Sitting here in this motel room while your computer does what it does isn’t helping anybody. Especially Altman’s sister. So please, set me up with a flight to Kansas. At least, with them knowing I’m coming, I can go first class for a change and have a car when I get there.”

Robin looked to Altman for support but only received a shrug.

“Really?” Robin said.

Altman shrugged again. “The man has a point.”

As Nathan gathered his few things together and checked over Maggie, he wished he felt as confident as he had sounded. He had spoken the truth — Octavia would neither kill him nor hurt him in a sadistic manner. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t hurt him at all.


CHAPTER FIVE

Even with the aid of Robin’s hacking abilities, there were limits to how fast Nathan could reach a remote location in Kansas. She had managed to get him on the earliest flight — but first-class was booked solid. She had managed to arrange for a car to be waiting — not a sports car but a practical sedan. Still, he had to drive across the state and find this abandoned farm. Including the flight, the journey required a total of fourteen hours. Yet as he toiled down the gravel road, approaching the old farmhouse like a dusty horse finding its way after a long journey, he felt as if no time had passed. A cold chill of familiarity danced along his spine.

Old farms and Octavia did not mix well for him. The last time he saw her in such a place, he had been fighting the Cardinal while everything around them burned to the ground. He barely survived that experience. Since the Cardinal and Octavia held a long history together, one bordering on friendship, possibly more, Nathan could not help but look for signs of that ancient Immortal in every shadow.

It left him with an odd feeling — a sense of déjà vu that had never occurred before. Was this what being an Immortal felt like after enough time? Every place, every person, every situation could trigger a memory from years long gone. Given a long enough existence, Nathan figured there would hardly be a moment left which did not seem similar to a previous one. Did Octavia, Larkin, Russo, and all the others suffer from unending déjà vu?

Up ahead on the road, the remains of the farmhouse stood. Well, not so much stood as it listed to the side like an old ship washed ashore and drying on the sands. Off to the right, a barn survived in only slightly better condition. A red Porsche had been parked out front.

Nathan stopped his sedan and popped in his ear-comm. He tapped it on, waited for the double-beep that signaled a connection, and said, “Robin? You there?”

After a few clicks, Robin’s charming and energetic voice came on. “Getting you nice and strong. I’m also picking up a second signal which I assume is Octavia talking with Clockwork. I’ll do what I can to track that. With any luck, I’ll be able to deploy Altman after him before he can spot what I’m doing. Although, he is a smart hacker and probably assumes I’m searching for his signal while I can assume he is searching for mine, so it’s very possible that he’ll find me before I find him which could cause a very confusing amount of problems. It’s like a Mobius strip or that show Dark. Did you ever take my advice on that one and watch Dark? It’s a really good time travel show about —"

“I’m heading for the barn in just a moment. If you need any motivation to beat Clockwork at this game, you should know he managed to rent Octavia a Porsche.”

“He did? That’s the best news you could’ve given me.”

“It is? Because I’m driving a piece of crap.”

“Dear oh dear, you don’t pay enough attention to me. You should know by now that I’m never going to give you a flashy car because it’s too easy to track. Rental car companies don’t have entire fleets filled with Porsches. Most people can’t afford them. That’s why I gave you a little sedan. It blends in and becomes a much more complicated matter if somebody is trying to back track your movements. But a Porsche is a different beast. Not only do rental car companies not keep a lot of sports cars on hand, they don’t all have the same model. In fact, as I’m looking right now, at Wichita Dwight D. Eisenhower National Airport there are only three rental companies that have Porsches on hand and only one has been taken out. See that? Who’s the badass hacker now?”

“Great. You’re one step closer to finding him. Good luck with that.” Nathan pulled out Maggie and triple-checked the weapon. “Okay. I’m going in.”

As he reached for the door handle, a strange sound stopped him. He did not move as he focused more on the distant noise. Singing? Not just any singing, but a man singing mariachi music.

Moreno?

It had been a long time since a second soul managed to wheedle its way into Nathan’s consciousness. In fact, after he had learned how to block those voices out, they never bothered him again.

Sitting back, he inhaled deeply, held the breath, and exhaled slowly. Twice more he followed this meditative breathing exercise. As his body relaxed, he did his best to clear his mind of stress. Easier said than done, but he tried. Once he had become as clear-minded as he thought he could hope for, he pictured Moreno as a small ball. He picked up that ball, set it in a box, closed the lid, and put it into a deep trunk.

That simple. The singing ceased, and Nathan felt whole again. After another minute, he left the car and headed to the barn.

He continued to scan the area as he approached. Tall grasses and thick weeds had overtaken the fields as well as a few trees scattered throughout. It would be easy for anybody to hide in there. Not that he expected Octavia to ambush him, but he would feel like an idiot if he got caught with his guard down.

Chipped paint and moldy wood mottled the outside of the barn. From appearances, Nathan wouldn’t dare stand in the hayloft. In fact, he wondered how safe it would be to have this meeting under the old thing’s roof. Might collapse on them if a strong enough wind blew through.

“Come on in already,” Octavia called. “Nobody’s going to shoot you.”

Nathan paused before entering the barn. But she spoke the truth. No shots rang out.

Inside, the barn proved to be every bit a mess as the outside. Octavia stood next to a horse stall with its door angled off one of the hinges. She wore a white, tailored suit that accentuated her dark skin and lean physique — made her seem taller. Nathan guessed the material would be light and easy to maneuver in. If she had to fight, nothing as simple as clothing would slow her attacks.

“Thank you for coming here,” she said. “I thought it would be good for us to have a chat — Immortal to Immortal.”

Nathan stopped a few feet from the main door. “I’m here. Say what you want.”

“There’s no reason for you to be rude. I have done nothing but try to help you over the years. It’s a difficult adjustment becoming Immortal, and you’ve made it more difficult with your choices. So, please, trust me now. Trust that I understand your concerns, and what I offer is the best solution for everybody involved.”

“I’m listening.”

“Back away from your Russo hunt. Do it now before Robin and Deanna are terribly hurt. You care about these mortals — caring for them happens to us all at one point or another. But bringing them into your life the way you have is setting them up for an early death.”

He snickered. “I can’t believe this is why you set up a meeting out here. Just to warn me that my teammates are risking their lives? You don’t think they know that? You know what — I think the only reason for this meeting is that you know we’re going to win. With Moreno, we had finally gotten ahead of you. Only a little, but we were ahead. And now, we’re closing in while you’re floundering around in Kansas trying to waste my time.”

“Don’t be silly. You know me better than that. I have teammates, too, and just like yours, mine are working hard as we speak.”

In his ear, Robin spoke the words he thought, “Teammates? Is she working with someone other than Clockwork? I’ll make a note of that for the future. Keep her talking, though. I’ve been able to get into the car rental data, found the link info for the Porsche, and I’m downloading where she’s been since getting the car. If Clockwork came with her, we’ll find out. But don’t go thinking that’s all I’ve got. No, no — not dear young Robin. I’m tracking down what flight she took in from Spain and seeing if I can find another possible location for Clockwork off of that.”

Octavia angled her head and grinned. “My tech tells me that your tech is trying to find him. Well, let’s allow them the freedom to play while we talk.” She took her ear-comm out and made a show of placing it in her pocket. “Besides, I wish to tell you something that only another Immortal should hear. Part of my story.”

“Sure,” Nathan said. Despite his lack of respect for Larkin and Russo and those like them, he did respect this tradition. He pocketed his ear-comm. “You going to tell me why you’re really working for Russo now?”

“Do I need to remind you of the parts of my story I’ve shared or do you have the decency to remember that much?”

“Now who’s being rude?”

“My apologies. That was uncalled for.” She strolled toward a large hole in the barn wall, leaned her arm on the edge, and stared out at the fields. “Like you, I had a difficult time adjusting to immortality. At first, I struggled to let go of the mentality of a slave. Like being in prison too long, it was hard to deal with sudden freedom. But more than that, it was the struggle of accepting that I would live forever. There were points when it came easy, but over the decades, I would lapse back into thinking of myself as human. I would take on a human companion until they grew old and died. That all ended in 1943 when I fell in love with Jonah Sullivan.”

“I’m not in love with Robin or Altman.”

“Maybe not a sexual love, but you care deeply for Robin, and I suspect Altman will be in your heart soon enough. Now, I first met Jonah while running a job for Larkin. We had set up an underground railroad for Jews stuck in Germany, but Russo had discovered what we were up to and tried to sabotage our efforts.”

“Russo worked with the Nazis? Why am I not surprised?”

Octavia chuckled. “Russo only ever works for Russo. The Nazis paid him top dollar to uncover our smuggling operation, and he wanted the money. The people didn’t matter to him. Didn’t matter to Larkin, either. He wasn’t saving Jews for humanitarian reasons. An organization of Jewish survivors had pooled their funds together and hired Larkin.”

“Again, not surprised.”

“But that’s the thing you fail to understand. They are both beyond humanity.”

“You can stop there. I’ve heard this argument before.”

“I know. And back at that time, I felt like you did. That’s why, when I met Jonah, I didn’t hesitate to follow my heart, my attraction, and in the end — well, I’ll get to that. We knew nobody in Europe would accept us — a black woman and a Jewish man. Definitely not in the States, either. We ended up in Africa, and the irony of being on the continent of my ancestors was not lost to me. But like all of us that were born into slavery, I had no knowledge of which country my roots traced back to. I had lived nearly a hundred years by then, yet I still could not point to a place and call it home. The destruction perpetrated upon black people and our culture was, in a strange way, similar to what Jonah had just gone through. The tortures were different. The timeframe was very different. But we both suffered systematic attempts to destroy what we were. The attempts failed yet managed to inflict great damage to our cultures.”

Nathan tried to stay focused on Octavia’s story, but part of him kept thinking about Robin and Altman. Had they found Clockwork yet? Was Altman already in route to attack?

Octavia continued, “I became a bit obsessed with the idea that I could find my relatives. Surely, somewhere in Africa there was evidence of the people I belonged to. I remember telling Jonah my plan to find my family — even if they were third cousins twice removed — and he said that such a search could take a lifetime. I laughed. Of course, he didn’t get the joke, but I laughed anyway. I don’t know what would have happened if I hadn’t become focused on that idea. Especially when he decided that he belonged in the fight to form Israel. Who was I to stand in his way? He hoped I would join him, but I let him go. You see, by that point, I had started to understand. Mortals and Immortals are polar opposites. Finite and infinite. Their energies repel one another, swirl around one another, coexisting but never connecting. They don’t belong together.

“Right now, you and Robin feel united. But every single day, she grows older and there’s another day’s gap between the two of you. It’s slow, gradual, but it is there. Even if Robin proves to be one of those rare birds that never gets angry at you for staying young, never feels betrayed by time, even if to her dying breath she is grateful to have been at your side, it won’t matter. She will die, and you will be left alone.”

“Maybe so,” Nathan said. “But we’re willing to risk it. Better than giving up.”

“That’s what I’m trying to get you to see. We haven’t given up. We’ve accepted that we are no longer part of the same world. We’ve come to understand that while we exist in the same space, we cannot share it. We’ll simply push each other away.”

Nathan kicked at the dirt floor. “I feel sorry for you. I really do. You and Larkin and all of the Immortals who have bought into this company line. Maybe you all have lived so long that you’ve forgotten that people matter. Their mortality gives them less time, but that doesn’t define them. I mean, let me ask this — did you even find your family? In Africa, did you ever actually find them?”

With a sharp breath, Octavia said, “No. Events took me away from that. But isn’t that part of the point? As Immortals, it’s okay that I got sidetracked. I can always finish the job later.”

“I think you’re missing the point. If you rely on the fact that you’ve got infinite time, you never do what’s important now because there’s always later.”

“I can’t be the only Immortal who has told you this,” Octavia said, turning back with a stoic face — though not stoic enough to hide the slight glisten in her eyes. “You think you’re the first Immortal to ever love a human?”

“I’m not in love with —”

“That response is exactly what I’m talking about. Your gut reaction is to say Oh, I’m not in love with Altman. I’m not in love with Robin. But that denial is a human reaction which promises the opposite to be true. You are an Immortal. We don’t fall in love like that. We mustn’t. After you’ve done it a few times and you realize the kind of pain you will cause yourself and those you care about, the idea of it becomes impossible. Repulsive. I could spend days telling you about all the wonderful times I had with Jonah. But nothing can replace the pain that he felt, the heartbreak I felt, when it all came crashing down. The worst part — the part few Immortals are ever
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