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      Walter Reed glanced around the empty conference room. Being the first to arrive made her nervous. FBI Special Agent in Charge Derek Westerfield had invited her to this meeting almost a week ago, yet she still had no idea what he wanted. To calm her nerves, she recited her stats. These were things she knew, things she’d been forced to yell to superior officers, reminders that she could do any of this. Whatever it was.

      Born: Lucy Fisher.

      United States Marine Corps.

      MARSOC.

      Wounded in action.

      Loss of left arm, loss of left leg, bionic replacements—and now she was known mostly as Walter Reed.

      She had saved other troops from IEDs, she'd helped stop a terrorist ring in Los Angeles, so surely she could survive an empty conference room for just a few minutes. She forced herself to sit still.

      When the door opened, she turned rapidly to stand at attention. It was a feat on the fake leg, one of the first feats she'd mastered after her surgery. Success had come only after she’d accepted that she was never going to be her old self. She was a new person—maybe less of a person—when she woke up in Walter Reed Hospital. But she’d done her time in therapy and learned to work with her new body and prosthetics. Now, as she put in the energy to snap to attention, she realized her effort wasn't worth it.

      The person coming in the doorway was not FBI Special Agent Derek Westerfield, but GJ Janson. GJ's eyes jumped left, then right, as though she, too, had no idea what this meeting was about. However, GJ's mere presence gave Walter a little more insight into what might be going on. She found she didn't like it one bit.

      Despite the nervous look on her face, when GJ turned and greeted her, the tone was a little too chipper.

      "Hey, Walter. I figured we'd both be here." Her words were relatively confident, but the way her sharp hazel eyes were darting around gave Walter pause. What did GJ Janson know that she didn't? That bothered Walter on a level she couldn’t quite define. There wasn’t a chance to think about it for very long, because the door swung open again before it had completed its slow, closing arc behind GJ's entrance. At last, FBI Special Agent in Charge Derek Westerfield walked into the room.

      He looked from one to the other of them without moving his head, then sat down at the head of the table. GJ scrambled. She hadn't even taken a seat yet. Walter, of course, sat back down fluidly, confidently, and without giving away anything of what she felt inside.

      "Special Agent Westerfield," GJ greeted him, her voice still a little over-excited. "It's good to see you again."

      Westerfield only nodded. He pulled out two file folders and set them, stacked, in front of him. With thick fingers, he flipped the top one open, and Walter could see a dossier with GJ Janson's picture paper-clipped to the front page old-school style. The second folder, still closed under the first one, was reasonably thicker. Walter could only conclude it was her own.

      Westerfield didn't give her time to muse it through, though. Instead, he once again glanced from one woman to the other and then said, "You two have royally fucked up my operations."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Before she’d readily ditched all her non-plans and come here to the FBI Field Office, GJ had been at home. Well, at one of her grandfather's homes. Supposedly, she was doing research. The fact of the matter was, she was actually doing research—it just wasn't associated with any formal institution or any university or anyone else at all. She'd yet to tell her grandfather or even her parents about the serious trouble she'd gotten herself in with the FBI. So when she mentioned she had an interview, they naturally assumed it was with the university. Not bothering to correct this, GJ had successfully dodged questions about where she was going and who exactly she planned to meet.

      Though she'd come and gone from her grandfather's estate several times over the past handful of months, she still hadn't quite figured out what was going on with him. To her, he was simply her grandfather; however, the world knew him as the renowned Professor Murray Marks. He had his own bone collection, featuring a good number of full skeletons. While this should have been impressive, GJ was discovering it was more weird than awe inspiring.

      All his acquisitions possessed a strange, but relatively consistent, set of anomalies. She'd been trying to figure out what it was. At this point, the best her several science degrees and background in chemistry, biology, and even some psych and sociology could tell was that it looked like—possibly—the people who had the anomaly were double jointed. Their bones looked relatively normal but it seemed they had more than the standard 206 adult bones possessed by other normal human beings. This was due to the failure of some plates and bones to fuse properly despite the fact that, by all other indicators, the skeletons were those of fully-grown adults.

      Her grandfather still traveled all over the world collecting human skeletons from digs as recent as several years ago, some from archeological sites that went back hundreds and even thousands of years. However, the only bones he brought home had this one specific anomaly. It piqued her interest, probably the same way it piqued his. GJ, being who she was, was unable to walk away from that—especially once she realized that a particular FBI agent she knew, Agent Donovan Heath, possessed the exact same set of anomalies.

      While her grandfather might have skeletons, she had a live human being to study. Needless to say, Agent Heath had not appreciated her inquiries. She'd tried to prove herself useful by insinuating herself with the FBI team of Heath and Eames. Though she’d definitely accomplished something, she’d not quite achieved her goal. No, scratch that. She was certain she hadn't achieved her goal. Agent Heath hadn’t even admitted that he had an anomaly. He wouldn’t even say if he was or wasn’t double-jointed. She’d inserted herself into the investigation and even helped crack the case, despite the fact that she still hadn’t been debriefed on exactly what the case was. And along the way, she’d clearly done something wrong.

      After all, she'd wound up in handcuffs. Despite the fact that the agents left her high and dry once they’d wrapped up their investigation, she continued to dig. And the easiest place to dig was in the basement of her grandfather's estate where he kept a wide variety of human bones.

      All her life, she'd simply assumed that her famous professor grandfather had permission to keep the bones in his personal storage facility. That paperwork would have been granted from the university he worked for, or from various institutions around the world, like the British Museum. Her young self had assumed permission. Her older, more educated self knew what to look for, and the more she looked now, the more she didn't see tags. She didn't see logs that tied the bones to any institution. The marking system used to ID each individual specimen in black ink didn’t match any system she’d ever been trained on or seen. GJ was growing more and more disturbed by her grandfather's activities.

      Though she'd almost gotten caught the first time she snuck down where she wasn't allowed, she'd since learned to turn the power off to that part of the house, mask the cameras, trip the locks, and sneak down the stairs with the light on her camera to show her the way. She would then take photographs and study the bones to her heart's content.

      Probably the only one who knew she was doing it was the maid. The maid didn't really seem to care. A reasonable part of his staff had no love lost for the old man, so whatever GJ did—including sneaking into locked basements—was okay.

      In the meantime, several other residents of the house had started calling the power company and wondering why they kept having outages. GJ never offered a clue, because what she was finding was far too stunning. While she'd originally thought her grandfather had a collection of several skeletons that had the anomaly, she now knew that his collection was much larger—and the anomaly far more extensive—than she’d originally estimated.

      It appeared that every single skeleton in Murray Marks’ personal collection was undocumented, without correct provenance to show it belonged to a museum or university collection.  It seemed they were all skeletons her grandfather had personally pulled out of the ground and she was beginning to wonder if maybe he'd stolen them.

      He had a full setup in his basement lab, including a generator, a table for autopsies—both wet and dry—and a full overhead, sprayer-nozzle system on a pulley so he could wash away bodily fluids as he worked. It was the same kind of rig that one might find in a nice morgue, and he’d built it right into his own basement. GJ had grown up with odd things in the house. She hadn't thought it was unusual as a kid. She didn’t realize other kids didn’t have grandfathers with full autopsy setups inside their homes. But now, even as a forensic scientist herself, she was starting to get the heebie-jeebies.

      Her biggest concern was that, right before she left to come to this interview with the FBI, she'd snuck down into the basement again. Though she’d been planning to take more notes and get more pictures, she’d instead found that the kettle was on.

      Her grandfather had left only a handful of hours before and he had a full-sized standard laboratory kettle for boiling bones. A lot of water, a little bit of meat tenderizer, put a skeleton in, clamp the lid down to create pressure, turn it on and leave it for a day. Voila! When you came back, you had a clean skeleton, free of flesh. Any that was still clinging was loose and could be easily brushed or wiped away unlike the fresh, unboiled variety of dead body.

      The kettle in his lab was one of the bigger ones she'd seen, about three and a half feet across by four feet tall. It sat up on a slight pedestal so that the top opened up right about at her eye height. She could just peek down inside and see what he had boiling or if it was cleaned out. Normally, it stayed closed but empty—none of the lights would be on.

      Today, the lights were on. The lid wasn't merely resting closed, it was clamped, and the gauge on the side indicated the high temperature and the high pressure inside. The numbers revealed that it must have been on the boil for at least an hour and a half. The power being off would slowly let the numbers down. She’d have to get out soon and flip the switch back. Luckily, the kettle boiled for long enough that her small break in cooking time wouldn’t get noticed. That didn’t bother her.

      No. What bothered her most was the size of the kettle that he kept. It was the exact right size for boiling down the bones of a complete human skeleton.
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      GJ sat at the conference table listening to Special Agent in Charge Derek Westerfield lay out information for Walter and her. Keeping her hands clasped in front of her, she tried to hide both her excitement and nerves. She did not want to come across as giddy, which she was rapidly getting. On the other side of the table, she saw Walter’s hands clasped in the same manner. It must have been quite a feat given that one of Walter's hands wasn't even human; it was robotic. That woman was the fucking Terminator and everyone knew it.

      Agent Westerfield went on, even though GJ hadn't quite been paying attention. "I can't have the two of you inserting yourselves into my investigations."

      "Sir," Walter interrupted, "if I may."

      Just like a soldier, thought GJ.

      Westerfield nodded at Walter, and the other woman continued. "I was actually asked to come into the operation."

      Acknowledging that with a second subtle nod of his head in Walter's direction, he replied, "That's absolutely true. However, you were inserted into the operation because you went to the home of one of my agents and poked around until you discovered things about this agent that you weren't supposed to. Then you followed him. Does that sound about right?"

      Walter only looked back at him. GJ could tell the other woman was debating whether to agree or tell him that he was absolutely wrong. The way GJ had heard it, Walter had gone to Donovan's house and he'd seemed to be missing, so she looked around. As far as she’d been told, that was the whole story—though she didn’t believe it. Whatever it was that got Walter into the investigation was pretty big, and GJ was dying to know. No one was going to tell her today, that was for sure.

      So she sat patiently with her hands neatly folded and waited for Westerfield to speak again. He’d told her on the phone last week that he was looking to offer her a position with his team. She was hopeful that the position was not as a secretary. If she was lucky, it was possibly as a laboratory scientist, and she couldn't think of anything that would make her any happier than becoming an FBI research scientist.

      She'd been on her way to a PhD, and she was currently calculating the number of course hours she’d need, the time it would take her to do her thesis, and how she could possibly balance both—a job with the FBI and the schoolwork to finish that degree—when Westerfield said, "I only work with agents."

      Well, there went that dream. But she kept her ears perked, hopeful maybe he'd throw her a bone in some other way. Sure enough, he did.

      "My first option, given what the two of you have seen, is to kill you." He delivered it in such a way that GJ felt her own bones suddenly go steel hard and frozen.

      Was he serious? He could not have brought them here to an FBI facility with the intent of murdering them in cold blood simply because his agents hadn't done their job well enough.

      He interrupted her thoughts. "The other option is to hire you." There it was! She'd known this was coming.

      "So I have a proposition for the two of you. I'm starting a new division still under the umbrella of NightShade. While my NightShade agents operate with . . ." he paused, searching for words, and GJ wondered what he wasn't telling her. Then she figured if she was going to work for the FBI, she probably ought to get used to it.

      "My other agents have certain skills, skills the two of you don't have. But, in the meantime, if the two of you, together, can pass training at Quantico, I'll put you on my team."

      GJ felt her jaw drop open, but then she clamped it shut because that was horrifyingly crass and she was desperately trying to look professional here. Walter looked at him. GJ looked at him. They looked at each other for a moment, but it was GJ who found the words first.

      "Excuse me, sir, I'd just like to clarify." There, she thought, that sounded good. "You're actually offering us positions as agents? And we'll go through agent training? Or are you talking about analysts?"

      "No, ma'am, not analysts. Agents. I need more agents on my team. The two of you have proved yourself useful at ferreting out details, in fact even details that you never should have been able to ferret out." GJ hid a smile as he continued. "Thus, if you'd like to be a field agent, it's a position I'm offering to you."

      She didn’t even need half a second. "Absolutely, sir. I'm in. Where do I sign up?"

      Well, it wasn't going to be quite that easy, was it?

      Westerfield glanced at Walter and then back at GJ. "It's not like that. My team doesn't work that way. This only works if the two of you go through training together. If either of you fails, both of you are out. Because of the situation with my division, the two of you are going to be partners in the field as well. So I'm putting you through training together. It's a bit unorthodox. Usually we pair up agents after training—but usually, we don't have agents who've been involved in major investigations prior to going to Quantico.” GJ could hear the ire in his voice, but she didn’t care. “So as you can see, doing things the usual way isn't quite going to be possible."

      Walter spoke again. "Sir,"—this time she didn't wait for him to acknowledge her—"you're offering me a position as an FBI field agent provided I can pass training at Quantico? However, you're suggesting that while I'm passing training, I'm also responsible for her passing training?" She pointed at GJ.

      For the first time, Special Agent Westerfield cracked a smile. "That's exactly what I'm telling you." Then he turned back to GJ and said, "And for the record, you're also responsible for her."
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      It took Walter a full week to make a decision. On the one hand, she already had a relatively cushy job. She'd known what it was to be homeless. She'd known what it was to be a jarhead. Now, as a private investigator working out of Los Angeles, she had relatively steady income, an apartment of her own, and the chance to set her own schedule. Why would she trade all that for an FBI job that required months of training and an at-the-hip attachment to GJ Janson?

      SAC Westerfield seemed to think that this was an assignment she and GJ should be taking. He seemed to hint that Walter was in trouble for snooping—which was both too strong and too belittling a word for what she had done—into Donovan's life. Walter knew a lot about Donovan, but that was only because he'd been missing and there had been a wolf in his yard. What was she supposed to do? It wasn't her fault she was smart enough to put two and two together and get Donovan.

      While she enjoyed her work as a P.I, she had to admit, some of it was beyond dull. That was probably true for all jobs. She hadn’t held many different ones herself, just Marine, homeless person, and private investigator. All three had involved interminable stretches of down time. She could surmise there would be times as an FBI agent that she would sit around and do things she absolutely abhorred, like paperwork. She’d not had to do so much of that as a Marine. If she took the FBI job, she'd almost become like a recruit again. She'd once again be beholden to a large organization that didn't feel it was necessary to tell her what she was really doing or why, only that she needed to do X, Y, and Z.

      Probably the thing that tipped the whole decision for her was the fact that she would once again be part of a unit. That's what Walter Reed was made for. In the very end, though she was a great P.I.—and while she had an excellent head sitting on her shoulders—she worked best when she was part of a team. As of right now, she had no team. She had friends, and that was good, but she had no unit to work with. She had no orders to follow.

      What she had were clients, and she had to admit there were a lot of days that she just wanted to tell them where to stick it. The only reason she didn't was because she knew if she did, she wouldn't get paid. And once she'd started getting paid, it had become addictive.

      An FBI agent job would mean a steady paycheck and even vacation days. It meant a full, one-eighty shift from where she'd been just a little over a year ago. An FBI job meant flying off to new and exciting places in the middle of the night, and an FBI job meant a holster and gun on her hip again.

      Still, she peppered Donovan with questions. What was it like being an agent? How was working for SAC Westerfield? Had Westerfield ever threatened to kill Donovan? That had gotten Donovan a little bit riled up.

      "He threatened to kill you?" he asked. "This is the FBI. This is a federal agency. They can't do that. This isn't MI-6 or James Bond or anything."

      Walter had laughed. “He didn’t really threaten to kill me. Well, us,” she corrected, since Westerfield had been talking to GJ, too. “He just hinted at it. He said we were a problem for the agency.”

      “How are you a problem for the Bureau?” he asked. “The main office hardly even knows the NightShade division exists. If you two came out and told everything you know, my guess is the FBI would say ‘Agent Westerfield who?’ and then ‘Agents Heath and Eames, and all the others who work under him, don't even exist!’ So I'm not sure how much of a problem you could possibly be. Can you even imagine telling people what you’ve seen? I hate to say it, but only the conspiracy nuts would believe you.”

      “You’re right.” She took a deep breath and tried to let the SAC’s veiled threats roll off her.

      “Don't let Westerfield bully you into anything you don't want to do.”

      She'd taken that under sincere advisement—but in the end, Westerfield wasn't bullying her. And despite the fact she was going to have to drag GJ Janson kicking and screaming through Quantico training, she was really looking forward to it.
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      GJ packed her suitcase. She'd packed some things from her grandfather's estate, some things from her own small apartment, and some things from her parents’ house. It had taken four days to get to all the different locations and gather all the items she might need as a recruit at Quantico in the newest FBI Training Academy class.

      While she'd said yes to Agent Westerfield's offer right there in the conference room, Walter had not been so quick to jump. GJ had waited, alternately twisting her fingers and taking time to sneak into her grandfather's basement lab. She tried to read as much as she could to keep her mind off the fact that her entire future hinged on the decision of a woman who was a former solider, and very clearly was not a fan of GJ Janson.

      It had taken a full week for Agent Westerfield to call and tell her they were going to be in the next class. GJ had no idea if that was how long it had taken Walter to decide or if that was how long it had taken her new SAC to bother to call and let her know. She didn’t ask.

      Of course, once that interminable week had passed, she had only a week left to get ready and show up on campus. A new class was already entering and Westerfield wanted the two of them in training as soon as possible. He told her he’d pulled strings to get them in and that their butts had better show up on time. So GJ had kissed her parents goodbye two days ago and headed to grandfather's to pack the last of her things. Then she'd hugged him like she meant it. The fact was, she did mean it. He was her grandfather. He'd inspired her to become a scientist and go into forensics. Unfortunately, while she loved him more than anything, she worried about what he was into. GJ had to admit it didn't look good.

      This training would last almost six months. But it wouldn’t feel too long if she was lucky enough to win Walter Reed over and turn the two of them into a real team. The problem was, she had no idea how to go about doing it. She had a distinct feeling Walter Reed didn't suffer fools or nerds lightly, and GJ Janson was definitely a nerd. Her father had taught her the common right triangles at the dinner table. At three, when she'd asked him why the sky was blue, he'd answer with a detailed description of refraction. Her grandfather had taught her all the proper anatomical names for every organ in her body and she was able to list all two hundred and six bones of the adult human skeleton before she was seven years old. Long before high school, she’d known about tendons and ligaments and why fighting dogs had that ridge at the top of their skulls. By senior year, she still could not catch a ball to save her life, but could readily explain resistors in series and parallel and why a dielectric helped improve a capacitor.

      On the drive to Quantico, she loaded up on Cheetos and Coke, certain she wasn’t going to get anything like this for the next few weeks. Even if it was offered, she was going to turn it down. She had to look like she was serious. More than just looking like it, she needed to actually be serious. But she had a handful more hours and Cheetos to go before that happened.

      Physically, she was in pretty good shape. A forensic scientist often had to drag a dead and bloated human carcass however many yards to a flat surface for study. Or she would have to pull it up out of the earth where it had been buried five or more feet deep. That was physically taxing. People didn't realize how strong she was. Still, she would bet dollars to doughnuts that ... well ... that Walter Reed hadn't been eating any doughnuts.

      She stayed in a hotel overnight and timed her arrival so she'd get to Quantico during the morning hours. Once past the gates, she went through a series of background checks to get in. Since they were expecting her, GJ figured it was just a tactic for intimidation. So she smiled and stood her ground until they directed her to the FBI agent portion of campus.

      Several groups were being trained simultaneously, as was apparently always the case. The DEA and other agencies also held extensive trainings at Quantico. So while she was getting a new inauguration into class, other agents were graduating, or close to it. Police were learning advanced techniques. SWAT officers were upping their game. There was noise from the firing range. There were people running in groups out on the trails—something she was actively not looking forward to.

      It took several hours to get through all the red tape. Even so, GJ was the first to arrive at the dorm room assigned to her and Walter. Apparently, when Westerfield said they were going to be partners, he’d been dead serious. He made sure they were roomed together—absolutely no questions asked. Well, actually the agents had asked her one question: they'd asked her where Walter was and when she was expected to arrive. GJ had been confused for a moment, since they’d inquired after “Lucy Fisher.” It had taken her a moment to remember that was Walter’s real name, and she began wondering if things were going to go a little bit wonky when everybody called the woman “Lucy.” From what she’d gathered before, Walter wasn’t a fan of her given name.

      Being the first one in the dorm, and seeing that it was perfectly symmetrical, GJ wondered if she should wait for Walter to make a decision about who got which side of the dorm room. Then she shook off the feeling. The room was perfectly symmetrical; there was zero difference between the two sides. And Walter would likely appreciate a decisive partner. So, after looking back and forth rapidly, GJ made a snap call and set everything on the bed on the right-hand side. For a moment, that was all she did: put the suitcase on the bed and looked at it. There. She had staked her claim. Putting aside that thought—which was as dumb as it could be—GJ opened the suitcase and began unpacking her things into the drawers and onto the shelves. She was three-quarters of the way done when Walter showed up. Without so much as a knock, the door opened and there stood her new partner.

      There were no squeals, no welcome hugs, no "Oh, it's been two weeks since I've seen you!" Honestly, GJ hadn't expected anything different. There was nothing girly or soft about Walter Reed.

      Walter's amber-colored eyes tracked from one side of the room to the other. Without any expression at all, she asked, "You've already decided? You picked that bed?"

      GJ nodded, standing firm in her decision. Walter slowly examined the room though she didn't move from her spot just inside the doorway. Then she looked to GJ and took a breath. "Is it possible we could trade?"

      GJ thought for a moment, Stand your ground and You're as strong as Walter. She smiled and shrugged. "I'm mostly unpacked." Then she waited for a good reason.

      Walter nodded accepting her decision. Good.

      Then her new roomie spoke again. "It's okay, but I prefer to sleep on that side of the room. My left leg and my lower left arm are removable. I have to take them off at night. Having my right side away from the wall is actually safer for me."

      Oh, Jesus, GJ thought. Here she'd come in and made a firm decision and she hadn't even begun to think about the fact that Walter Reed, while bionic, was also technically handicapped. Trying to be as straight-forward as she could be about it, she said, "Well, that makes sense."

      Then she slowly undid all the work she just spent the last twenty minutes doing—pulling her things, one by one, out of the drawers, walking them across the room, and putting them away on the other side. Wow, what a way to make a great first impression.
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      Two weeks into training, Walter reached her limit. "You have got to be fucking kidding me." She turned and looked at GJ.

      GJ was loading bullets into her magazine. All the NATs—New Agent Trainees—had to hand-load each magazine. The first bullets—because of the spring mechanism pushing upward inside it—went in relatively easily. The last ones were harder. Much harder. That made perfect sense. However, GJ was practically whining.

      "I can’t get them in. My fingers are not this strong. I'm not sure I can push them down in."

      Two weeks. For two weeks, Walter had been watching this. They hadn't been allowed to fire a gun yet. Instead, they'd taken them apart, cleaned them, reassembled them. They'd been given a set of pieces and told to make a gun out of it. Sometimes, the pieces didn't actually all belong to the same kind of gun. It was their job to figure it out, to know that—for example—the firing pin was missing. They had to know the difference between rimfire and center fire ammunition. They needed to know full metal jackets versus hollowpoints.

      Walter had no problem with this. She had been trained in weaponry before. For the first time, she was the star pupil in a class. When she'd been in the Marines, she'd been very good. But, like everyone else, she’d been learning the material for the first time. This time around, it was just review for her, and it was fun to get to play with all the guns again.  She could assemble an AR-15 in her sleep. In fact, she was pretty sure she’d had that dream just last night.

      So, she'd spent a reasonable amount of the first few weeks feeling bored. The good news was, they had some other classes that challenged her. While GJ took copious notes, Walter tried to sit back and listen and understand.

      There was coursework on psychology, on victimology, and an amazing amount of information to be absorbed and fully understood on legal issues. As a serviceman, Walter had been told, "Shoot whoever they tell you to shoot." Apparently, that was no longer the case. Now she was going to be put out into the field.

      She would not only have to read people their rights and cuff them instead of shooting them, she would now have to make decisions about who she could and couldn't shoot. If she did shoot somebody, she was going to have to be able to defend that decision in a court of law. This was more than she had bargained for. And so was GJ.

      She’d expected to be dragging her new partner along behind her for a good part of training. Though she’d understood that from the start, it wasn't any easier than she'd expected. Now, having filled her own magazine to capacity, she turned and looked at GJ. Taking the piece out of her partner’s hand and grabbing a bullet, she pushed it down into the clip.

      It was an art form, she had to admit. One GJ had yet to master, or even get close to passing level on. Walter pushed another bullet into place with her left—fake—hand. She’d spent a long time in rehab, and then she'd spent a longer time learning to use her prosthetic. The prosthetic itself was a modern miracle. It could grasp with amazingly inhuman strength.

      Using the muscles in her arm and flexing or not, she could twitch the first finger. This allowed her to actually hold and fire a gun with her prosthetic left hand.

      By a series of movements ... twisting, pushing with her whole arm and using the flexion that was granted from the prosthetic ... she was able to push the bullets with relative ease—if not human-like movements—into the magazine that she held in her right hand. She pushed in a third bullet and then handed it back to GJ with a hard stare.

      "Okay," GJ said. "That was nice. But you have to admit that your metal finger doesn't hurt. In fact, it doesn't even squish. I'm pushing and pushing and my finger’s going to break before the spring at the bottom of that stupid magazine gives."

      In answer to this, Walter picked up the magazine in her prosthetic hand and used her human hand on the right side to push more bullets in. GJ was not amused.

      "Look," Walter said, "you have to do it yourself. It's not my job to do these things for you. You have to pass. I guess I could do it for you now, but I can't load your magazines for you all the time. You just have to get stronger fingers."

      "Yeah, I just have to lose the nerve endings in my fingers," GJ muttered under her breath. Then, louder, she said, "Since you're bitching about this, maybe you don't borrow my notes after class today or tomorrow or ever again."

      They'd been sniping at each other like this for days. It didn't help that they were together almost twenty-four/seven. In the end, Walter only watched as GJ managed to get the last two bullets down into the magazine. Her junior partner took a break between each one and she swore a bit under her breath.

      By the time the instructor made it around to check on them, Walter had been sitting with three full magazines for quite some time. GJ had just barely finished getting the last bullet into hers. Apparently, her precious fingertips were bruised.

      Then their firearms instructor said the one thing that could make Walter happy. They were going to pack up all the guns they'd assembled and all the magazines they'd filled. While they wouldn’t get to use a wide variety of firearms today—only the nine millimeters they'd been assigned by the FBI—they finally got to go to the range.

      They were started off on paper targets, something Walter knew well. Once you were in the field, once your targets were moving, that was a whole different game. And if your targets were human, that was another level she wasn’t looking forward to repeating.

      She was petrified as she watched as GJ picked up a loaded gun and aimed for the target. She wasn't sure that GJ was physically strong enough to handle the recoil on the nine-millimeter. But her little partner put both hands on the gun and held it steady. Walter had to admit that she was impressed when GJ emptied the entire magazine right into one small hole through the paper man's heart.

      "Good work," Walter said.

      GJ turned and looked at her. "You weren't expecting that, were you?"

      "No, I wasn't.”

      GJ shrugged. "It's not my first rodeo. I've shot before."

      "Clearly," Walter replied. She didn't say anything else.

      GJ was a little slow on the trigger, especially when compared to Walter, who’d trained herself to shoot first and shoot fast. Walter emptied her magazine in a quick, steady rhythm. GJ had paused to take a breath between each pull of the trigger. When each NAT finished, they set the gun down, turned, and stepped back, waiting for one of the instructors to come and inspect their work. Even GJ earned praise. Walter thanked the gods. Each thing she didn’t have to drag her junior partner through was a blessing.

      It was part of the training to watch the other NATs fire, to listen and learn as the instructors helped others. Honestly, Walter was surprised when she got several corrections herself. Apparently, the way you killed people as a marine was not quite the same way that you needed to kill people when you were an FBI agent.

      But she took the corrections and easily changed her stance, shifted where she was shooting, and did as she was told. She and GJ made several comments to each other about how to improve their own shooting. Then, when their next round came, they were placed side-by-side again.

      "All right," the instructor said in his firm, clear voice. "This time, I want a head shot. If possible put it right between the eyes. Go."

      Though she had ear protection on, Walter heard as gunfire echoed from the positions next to her and down the line. She fired two bullets, leaving two neat holes in her paper man’s face: one in the middle of the forehead, and one just at the top of his nose.

      Having heard the shot on her left, she moved her eyes over to check out GJ's target.

      "Shit," she heard from the next aisle over. "I parted his hair."

      Sure enough, it was hard to see at this distance, but the tiny bullet hole ran right across her paper perp’s skull according to the picture.

      "One more," GJ muttered. Then she pulled the trigger and left a nice neat hole between her picture’s eyes.
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      GJ raised her hand in class. As a perpetual student, the gesture was natural. As soon as she received the nod, she began speaking. Her instructor—she always thought of them as “professors” though technically they weren’t—did not have correct information.

      Looking around, she informed the class at large, "There's new technology that's able to break down the protein complex in a human hair. Hopefully soon we'll be able to do it with a single human hair, but right now we need several from the same subject to do the testing. Soon, that protein breakdown will be able to identify an individual person just like a DNA electropherogram would."

      The instructor eyeballed her. "That technology hasn't come to full testing scenario yet. It doesn’t yet meet the Daubert Standard.”

      "Actually, it does," GJ corrected him and went on to describe which phase of testing current trials were in, what the likelihood of a multiple protein match was being found to be, and so on. “They’ve identified over a thousand unique proteins that can be isolated in the hair shaft—no rootball or DNA necessary. Statistics alone says that should be able to reveal a single human individual. Though, yes, it would be important to be scientifically certain there isn’t too much overlap in profiles before it was admissible in court. But I suspect that day is soon coming.”

      Apparently, the instructor was not keen on her new information. Well, too bad. She had a brand-spanking-new degree in this. She'd been trained by the best in the business, and she'd been partly raised by her grandfather, the esteemed Dr. Murray Marks. She'd been fed forensics since she was an infant, and she wasn't going to let any FBI instructor tell her what science did and didn’t exist.

      When she finished explaining the new stages of hair analysis, the instructor over-politely asked her to cite her sources. Apparently, he thought he was going to catch her. She cited them. She’d done scut work in the lab that was performing the initial trials. But she just listed the university where the studies were being performed, information about results of current trials, and the names of the three lead professors on the case, as well as another university where repetition studies were already well under way.

      The students sat in neat rows at long tables, taking copious notes during class, though they’d all stopped writing when this “current state of the science” debate broke out.

      She was opening her mouth to speak again when Walter elbowed her in the ribs. Though GJ didn’t care that she’d started something, she did shut up for the rest of class even though she really wanted to tell the instructor that he needed to be more forceful about emphasizing the care with which an evidentiary skeleton should be removed from the ground. When they walked out at the end of the hour, Walter turned and said, "That wasn't your smoothest move."

      "Oh, really?" GJ quipped. "But explaining yesterday to the instructor how to build a firing pin out of a paper clip, when he'd just said it couldn't be done? That was your smartest move?"

      Walter at least had the decency to shrug.

      They were supposed to have the upcoming weekend off. GJ had never looked forward to a weekend more. Generally, weekends were for studying and sleeping in and eating pancakes and capping the day with a drink. She had plans to do all of it—except the damn studying—in spades for two whole days.

      She found herself wondering again if anyone at her grandfather's house noticed that the power never went off when she wasn't there. More than that, she found herself wondering what had been in the kettle when she left several weeks ago. And she wondered if anything else—any new skeletons—had shown up in her grandfather’s home lab.

      She and Walter talked for a while. Though they didn't really like each other, they'd been thick as thieves out of necessity. While GJ was explaining the procedure for pulling protein from hair using chemicals and a breakdown process, she heard footsteps behind her. She didn't need to turn to know that Brian and Hank were following them down the hall.

      The two guys had been gunning for top position amongst recruits. Though there were no official awards, it was an honor to graduate at the top of their class. To GJ, it wasn’t an honor she was expecting to get anywhere close to achieving. Her physical abilities were at the barely-passing level. Academically? Well, that’s why Brian and Hank had come after her. Walter was out-ranking them physically. They’d been bitching about her having an unfair advantage. GJ didn’t think there was anything less attractive than bitching about being outperformed “by a girl”—their word, not hers. And Hank and Bryan did it while wearing preppy uniform khakis and blue polo shirts.

      To be fair, all the NATs wore them. It was required. But GJ and Walter were both convinced it was a test to see just how badass you could be when dressed like you worked the door at a big box store. Brian and Hank were rocking the look with their preppy haircuts and whiny asses. Their goal was to take everyone out on the way to their final showdown, which they naturally assumed would be against each other. Walter clearly did not appreciate their confidence.

      "So, ladies," Brian said as he came up on one side of them, Hank on the other. Each man was taller than even Walter's 5'8" frame, which made them exponentially larger than GJ's tiny form. The flanking maneuver was straight out of class. GJ almost called them on it, but Walter offered a subtle nod of her head.

      "Ladies," Brian said again, and then he turned to GJ. "Do you care to explain how one might extract these proteins and why, since in the past no one has been able to do anything more than identify a hair as being consistent with those found at a crime scene. So why do you think you can now identify a person, from all of the world's population, by a single human hair?"

      GJ gave him a dirty look. This was juvenile. She was an adult, despite the fact that she might look eighteen a lot of the time, especially with her hair pulled up. So naturally, that was the way the NATs were made to wear their hair during all days of training. She was going to wear it down this weekend, just because—but in the meantime, she was glad that Brian wasn't able to yank on her pigtail.

      "Actually," she said, smiling sweetly at him, "we know this from a cool thing called science. It’s always improving our world!” She adopted an overly-excited tour guide voice. Then she continued with more trepidation in her tone. “I already cited my sources. You're more than welcome to go and read the papers yourself. Or are you not able to remember the sources? Or maybe it's that you can't read. You can get your AI to read them to you!" She offered it like a sincere suggestion.

      Beside her, she heard Walter smother a sharp giggle under her breath. Holy shit, Walter Reed had just giggled. Giggled. It was almost worth the harassment from Brian and Hank.

      "Now, Arabella Jade, that was unkind." Of course, he insisted on calling her by her given name. While she'd once thought Walter wasn't going to handle being called "Lucy" very well, it turned out it was she who had the problem. She didn't go by her birth name either. Her grandfather had called her GJ, for Grandpa's Joy, and though these two had teased her mercilessly over the weird, random-seeming combination of initials, she'd never told them what it stood for.

      Finally, Walter managed to get her expression back in order and she turned and looked each of the men in the eyes for just a moment. "Are you trying to intimidate us? Are you suggesting that we back down and not do our best? That’s against the code. Or do you just want us to not try to graduate at the top of our class? Because that would insinuate that you weren't actually able to beat us by any other method than intimidation.” She put her hand to her chin as though she were thinking. The men had them boxed in, but Walter wasn’t afraid of them.

      GJ decided she wouldn’t be, either. She stayed silent while Walter continued.

      “I would like to point out that we just sat through the exact same series of courses on maneuvering, intimidation, and psychological tactics that you did. And I'd like to remind you that my partner here outscored everyone else in the class."

      This time, Hank's fair coloring showed off the lovely shade of red creeping up his neck. Walter apparently had had enough, and GJ decided she had, too.

      Walter was the one who turned to her and said, "Do you think they underestimate us because we're female, or do you think it's because we're cute?"

      Hank guffawed. "Actually, you're neither."

      He had barely gotten the words out when he suddenly slipped and fell, or at least that's how it appeared to GJ, until she realized that Walter had snatched his hand and was squeezing one knuckle between just two of her fingers.

      That move alone had taken Hank down. It happened so fast, there'd been nothing Brian could do to defend his asshole of a buddy. Hank was on the floor, and while he should have been getting up, the hold that Walter still had on the knuckles of his right hand kept him there, squirming. He looked to be in some serious pain. GJ worked not to smile.

      "Hey," Brian said, "Don't ... Hey!"

      He apparently hadn't yet been taught the technique Walter was using. Neither had GJ, but she was grateful that her new friend knew it. After half a moment—too short a time for anyone to really see what was happening, or for anyone to gather incriminating evidence against Walter—she let go.

      Hank scrambled to his feet, and Brian turned and looked at her. "What in God's name?"

      GJ stopped. She looked at him, tipped her face a little bit to the side, and said, "Brian, I finally figured it out."

      "What are you talking about?" he sputtered, unable to keep up with the conversation change. She was seriously beginning to wonder how these two had gotten into FBI training in the first place. Maybe on an asshole scholarship.

      She peered at him as though investigating his face. "It's the eyes and the mouth. Look, Walter. See the wide set of the eye sockets, the slight downturn at the outside edges? Do you see how his mouth is a little bit wider set, too? That's in the bone, not just on the skin and the musculature over it. That's a defect from birth. And if you look, too, you can see how the lines of his face don't follow the golden ratios. This is indicative that his mother imbibed a large quantity of alcohol while she was pregnant with him. Did you know about that, Brian?"

      Brian didn't respond, and for a moment, GJ stood stunned, realizing that she had hit the nail on the head. Whether or not it was true, Brian was afraid he had a touch of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome.

      It was Hank who muttered under his breath, "My fucking hand!" and turned, taking his friend down the hall. There were threats issued under their breath as they walked away, but for the first time, GJ and Walter had stood up together and acted as a team.
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      They hadn't been able to leave the Academy yet. They were stuck at Quantico one more night before the weekend, but Walter was counting down the hours.

      Right now, she wasn't too far from where Donovan lived, and he was between cases at the moment. Though that might change before she made it to his place tomorrow night, she kept her fingers crossed.

      He told her Eleri had found something that might lead to information about her missing sister and was researching that. Though Walter didn't know the whole story behind it, she was hoping to hear some nice, leisurely updates from her boyfriend this weekend. It had been far too long since she'd seen him.

      She'd been lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking sleep would never come when an alarm sounded and woke her from the deepest dream possible.

      Shit. They'd been told this would happen. One of the NATs had heard this was a common drill and asked about it in class. The minute their instructor shook his head as though he had no idea, the rumors had begun flying. There would be midnight drills. Of course there would. FBI agents were often called on a moment’s notice to go immediately to a new location to start or join a case. They always had a go-bag prepared. Walter understood this, but that was not what a midnight drill was like.

      A midnight drill was a torture device.

      She looked at her clock. It wasn't midnight—it was two a.m. She'd actually managed to get to sleep the night before their weekend break, and now these fuckers had to wake her up. She was quite certain they were going to have to attend a full day's worth of classes tomorrow on very little rest. Lovely.

      Still, she was a Marine at heart, and she was good at doing what she was told. She rolled upright, watching as GJ Janson put both feet on the floor, stood up, and slid fluidly into her khaki pants and academy-issued polo shirt.

      Though Walter was bionic during the day, at night, it was as entirely different story. Her prostheses were off. They had to be. She couldn't function if she slept in them. So she now sat on the side of the bed, one foot on the floor, the other partial leg dangling, and slung herself into the polo shirt. At least she'd had it handy. She'd been ready.

      As she pulled one pants leg up, she saw GJ tuck her shirt in and buckle everything up her pre-threaded belt. Her roommate wasn’t the strongest or the fastest or the most intimidating, but she was sharp. GJ was at the door with her hand on the knob before she seemed to fully wake up and realize what was going on.

      Though Walter was mostly dressed now, she was still missing two limbs. Reaching out, she grabbed her leg prosthesis, and began the task of settling it just so, then buckling it into place. It wasn't the long, arduous process that many veterans dealt with. Few people had her level of tech. She’d agreed to be a guinea pig at Walter Reed Hospital. While it had meant a longer stay and longer recovery, it also earned her the best non-flesh limbs money could buy. But even with all her advantages, putting on her prosthetics still wasn't a process that could be termed “fast.”

      Worried and wondering why she hadn't heard the door open—why GJ wasn't already out it, since she was dressed and ready—Walter looked up. She’d moved just in time to see GJ holding out the left arm prosthetic.

      "You should go," Walter said, "I can do this."

      "I know," said GJ, "But I'm here. We go out the door together."

      "That's not necessary." Walter shook her head. "You have to pass these things, or neither of us will graduate."

      "I know. I’ll pass. I know you may not believe me and I know that I huff and I puff when we go on the five-mile runs. And I hate every step of it while you seem to think it's just a walk in the park. I'm the one who takes excellent notes in class and understands all the scientific concepts. I'm the one who makes everybody concerned that I'm a sociopath because I'm actually really good at interrogating people. You're good at intimidating.

      “But the deal is: we have to start being a team. It isn't just about training. When we get out in the field, Westerfield's going to leave us on our own. If we don't have each other's backs, it won’t be about flunking out, it will be that we're actually not going to survive. It hadn't really hit me until earlier today, but we can't afford to keep going the way we've been going. So here’s your arm. How can I help put it on so that we can be faster? Because we're going out that door together."

      For a moment, Walter sat in stunned silence. In all her life—even before she'd even been missing a limb or two, before she'd ever needed an extra five minutes to get a prosthetic device on—everyone went out the door for themselves. That was how she’d been trained to operate. It was what she’d always done. Despite being part of a team, she was expected to go on her own.

      No one had ever waited for her.
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      Walter woke up in bed naked next to Donovan. However, she was thoroughly disappointed. She was naked for no good reason, and that sucked. She had been so tired when she arrived, that she’d walked through his door and basically shed every piece of clothing before saying hello. Then fell face-first into his bed. At some point during the night, he must have climbed in with her, but she would not have been able to answer what time in a court of law.

      Luckily, when she woke up, the morning played out a good bit better than the night before had.

      Later, over breakfast, Donovan commented, "I'd expected you to arrive earlier. And I expected you to be awake. I'm just glad you made it safely."

      "Yeah." Walter fought a sigh. "It was a bitch. I think I drank fifteen sodas trying to stay awake on the drive down. I'm surprised I didn't have to get up five times in the middle of the night to pee."

      He laughed at her and she appreciated the ability to speak with frank candor about peeing in the middle of the night. She appreciated having a boyfriend. It had been a long time since that had happened. The last time Walter had a significant other, she'd also had four intact limbs. But if anyone understood her, it was Donovan.

      She explained to him about the middle-of-the-night drill, how they'd been roused from their beds and lined up in the hallway like cadets in a military academy.

      “I remember those!” He almost looked nostalgic. “I remember having these contradictory thoughts at the time. One was, I survived med school just fine, and I can survive this. And the other was, I fucking went to med school. I do not need this shit.”

      That time, she laughed. At least midnight drills and cold practices were something she knew and understood well. She told him about GJ waiting for her and then she told him how the two of them had arrived, last in line, last to stand at attention.

      While everyone waited silently ready for the drill/torture to start, the instructor yelled at GJ. Why hadn't she come out first? Why had she waited for her partner? GJ had stayed motionless—all five feet and two inches of her—and stared the man down. She said, "That's my partner. I don't leave without her."

      Walter could tell that Donovan understood how touched she was by the gesture. He also understood she was never going to say so. Though the instructors threatened GJ with failure of the exercise—which meant a repeat of it—GJ didn’t budge. They next threatened to flunk her out of the physical portion of training, giving her bad marks and putting her at the bottom of the class. GJ still stood firm. She only repeated what she'd said to Walter earlier. "She and I, we're going to be partners in the field. If we don't have each other's backs, we'll be dead. So you can yell at me all you want, but it's not going to change the fact that every time we leave the door, we'll leave it together."

      Walter's final assessment was that GJ was slow, she was relatively weak, she was quite smart, and sometimes she was a holy terror with a gun. Walter was still afraid her partner was going to accidentally hurt someone in the roll-and-shoot drills. Walter wanted to be nowhere near her when that day happened. She was simply grateful they hadn't gotten there yet.

      "That," she told Donovan, "is probably going to be the day that GJ flunks us out of Quantico."

      Walter was unprepared for when he laughed at her. "I don't know, Walter. The girl's got spunk; you've got to hand it to her. My thought is, you can pull off the academy courses and study. It’s not that you're not smart, you're just not a student like that. If you can pull off the academy classes, she can pull off the physical side of it. You just watch. The two of you will graduate just fine. After all, I did, and honestly, some days I don't think I'm in any better shape or any more coordinated than GJ is."

      They ate a little longer in silence and then Donovan changed the topic. "I'm assuming since Westerfield put the two of you together, he'd also set you guys up to spill all your secrets to each other, right?"

      Though he hadn't completely meant it, Walter knew what he was fishing for. "No," she said. "He sat us down together and offered us the position together and GJ accepted right away. When I took longer to decide, he talked to me a couple of times that week. He made it very clear that I was not to tell GJ what I knew about you and the others like you."

      "Are you serious?" Donovan asked. "That's like pitting the two of you against each other. Like making you partners and then making you keep secrets. But surely, she's figured it out. Right?"

      "No, I don't think so." Walter shook her head. "GJ still seems convinced that you have an extreme case of double-jointedness that you don't even know about yourself."

      "What?” He blinked a few times as though reconciling the idea. "GJ did ask me about that before, and I brushed her off. She’s still stuck on that?"

      "Looks like. Her grandfather has a collection of bones like yours," she said. "But she doesn't think there's anything to it other than some plates that didn't fuse and some ligament attachments that make it look like you should be pretty flexible."

      "Holy shit," Donovan said, though Walter wasn’t sure if that comment was from finding out about the collection or from GJ’s current inability to put the pieces together. "What's going to happen when she finds out?"

      "Who says she's going to find out?" Walter asked. "If she and I are partners and we're not put on the same cases with you, how would she? If she doesn't see you or the other agent Wade or, you know, someone else like you, what would happen? If we don't run into the Lobomau, then who's to say she'll ever figure it out?"

      Donovan didn't seem as convinced about that possibility as Walter did and honestly, Walter wasn't sure. Apparently, GJ had cracked a nearly uncrackable code when they'd been working a previous case. She'd cracked it partly through sheer smarts and partly through dogged determination. Maybe Donovan was right. Walter wondered what would happen if she just told her everything, but what would Westerfield do if she defied his specific orders? She asked Donovan what he thought the repercussions might be.

      Shaking his head, he stood up from the table and carried his plate to the sink. "I don't know,” he said. “All I know is that Westerfield's being an ass. He's put you in a damn hard position, Walter."
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