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    About the Book


    The explosive Shadow Ops military fantasy series continues...


    The Great Reawakening did not come quietly. Suddenly people from all corners of the globe began to develop terrifying powers  summoning fire, manipulating earth, opening portals and decimating flesh. Overnight the rules had changed...but not for everyone.


    Alan Bookbinder might be a Colonel in the US Army, but in his heart he knows he’s just a desk jockey, a clerk with a silver eagle on his jacket. But one morning he is woken by a terrible nightmare and overcome by an ominous drowning sensation. Something is very, very wrong.


    Forced into working for the Supernatural Operations Corps in a new and dangerous world, Bookbinder’s only hope of finding a way back to his family will mean teaming up with former SOC operator and public enemy number one: Oscar Britton. They will have to put everything on the line if they are to save thousands of soldiers trapped inside a frontier fortress on the brink of destruction, and show the people back home the stark realities of a war that threatens to wipe out everything they’re trying to protect.

  


  
    


    About the Author


    As a security contractor, government civilian and military officer, Myke Cole’s career has run the gamut from Counterterrorism to Cyber Warfare to Federal Law Enforcement. He has done three tours in Iraq and was recalled to serve during the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. A lifelong fan of fantasy novels, comic books and Dungeons & Dragons, Myke now lives in Brooklyn, New York.


    Praise for Myke Cole:


    ‘A mile-a-minute story of someone trying to find purpose in a war he never asked for’ Jack Campbell, New York Times bestselling author of The Lost Fleet series


    ‘Black Hawk Down meets the X-Men...military fantasy like you’ve never seen it before’ Peter V. Brett


    ‘Hands down, the best military fantasy I’ve ever read...a chilling, enthralling story. Myke Cole just might be a wizard himself’ Ann Aguirre, bestselling author of Enclave
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    Chapter One


    Tide Comes In


    Oscar Britton is wanted for the murder of several soldiers and civilians, including his own father. He allegedly traffics in prohibited magical schools, most likely Negramantic practice. He has plotted the violent overthrow of the United States government and mishandled classified information. CONTACT: If you have any information concerning this case, please contact the nearest FBI office or, if outside the United States, the nearest United States embassy or consulate.


     FBI Web site: Ten Most Wanted Fugitives


    He races into the water, kicking up clods of wet sand, waves sloshing over the glass-polished surface of his shoes.


    A little ways out to sea, his people are drowning; those he loves, those in his charge. There is his wife, Julie, his daughters Kelly and Sarah. There is Sergeant Pinchot, who has made him coffee and given him his messages for the last three years. Beyond them are the thousands of men and women whose pay and housing he ensures. They wave their arms, gurgling salt water. The green of kelp mixes with the sodden green of their uniforms.


    The ocean reaches his waist. He ignores it. He cannot save them all, but maybe he can reach one of them. Kelly screams, Schwartz’s head disappears under water.


    The water is freezing, it reaches his chest, his neck. He paddles furiously, but his charges are no closer. The current resists him; he slogs forward as if he moves through molasses.


    Pinchot surfaces briefly, vomiting water. Crabs dance on her head. She vanishes beneath the surface.


    Bookbinder pushes forward, chest and arms burning with the effort of paddling. ‘Julie! Hang on, bunny! Sarah! Daddy’s coming!’


    But now the water is over his head. The exertion of his rush into the ocean has emptied him of breath, he must draw air.


    He draws seawater instead. The light of the surface is gone. He is too far, too deep.


    His lungs sag, heavy with brine. He drags to the ocean floor.


    Drowning, drowning. He has failed them all.


    Colonel Alan Bookbinder snapped awake, still freezing. He’d kicked the sheets aside, his body plastered with drying sweat. Beside him, Julie murmured, her slim body gone to the padded comfort of middle age but still beautiful.


    ‘Just a dream,’ he whispered. It came out as a croak. He couldn’t breathe.


    Dream or no dream, he was still drowning.


    He threw himself out of bed, hands flying to his chest. His veins felt too narrow to contain his roaring blood. He paced a circle at the foot of his bed, panic rising. Was it a heart attack? The doc had given him a clean bill of health just last month. No tingling in his extremities, clear vision. No faintness or weakness.


    Just a sensation of being...swamped. The panic mounted.


    Can’t breathe, can’t breathe!


    ‘Stop,’ he said out loud. ‘Get ahold of yourself.’


    He opened his mouth and filled his lungs, felt his head swim with the intake of oxygen. He could breathe just fine.


    He looked around his room. His officer’s saber, never drawn, hung over the nightstand. The television’s screen reflected the moonlight. Julie reached for his side of the bed, snagging a pillow in his absence. Harvey, their fat, ancient beagle, lay beside their bed. He lifted his head drowsily at the sight of his master awake and thumped his tail happily against the floor briefly before putting his head back down.


    Everything was as it should be. But the drowning feeling didn’t subside.


    This is ridiculous, he thought. You don’t need to be awake for another two hours. Normal behavior would be to go back to sleep.


    He would act normal until he felt normal. He took a step toward the bed and banged his shin hard against it. He swore, Harvey chuffed, and Julie came awake with a start.


    ‘Oh, bunny. I’m sorry,’ he said.


    ‘It’s okay,’ she said, rubbing her eyes, ‘Are you all right?’


    ‘Yeah, I’m fine. I had a bad dream and...I think I might have come down with something. I don’t feel right.’


    ‘Did you go to the bathroom? You know how sometimes...’


    ‘No, bunny, it’s not that.’


    ‘How bad is it, do you need me to...’


    ‘No, no, sweetie. I’ll just talk to the doc tomorrow.’


    Julie flopped back down on the pillows and extended her arms. ‘Well, come to bed, then. Bunny needs snuggling.’


    Bookbinder smiled. She had put on a few pounds. She talked incessantly about his bowel movements.


    But bunny needed snuggling, and he loved bunny very, very much.


    He nuzzled her neck and kissed her earlobes. She grunted affirmatively and drifted back to sleep in his arms.


    But the tide stayed with him, and he drowned, wide-awake, until the alarm went off.


    Kelly and Sarah squabbled over breakfast like only sisters could. Harvey sat expectantly beside the table, vigilant for dropped crumbs. Kelly’s dark ringlets bounced in frustration as she pointed at her younger sister. ‘Dad! Sarah finished the good cereal!’


    Bookbinder stared at the paper, not reading it, consumed by the current roaring through him.


    ‘Don’t bother your father, Kel,’ Julie said, putting another cereal box down in front of her. ‘He’s got a busy day ahead of him.’


    ‘I don’t want shredded wheat!’ Kelly groused.


    Bookbinder put down the paper and hugged his daughter, who leaned away, wrinkling her nose. ‘Shredded wheat loves you, and so do I,’ he said. ‘And I promise to pick up more of the cereal you like on the way home.’


    The drive to work rankled, the drowning feeling making the traffic more unbearable than usual. Even with his privileged spot, it was a long walk across the Pentagon’s north parking lot. He fell in with other soldiers making their way toward the entrance. With only generals outranking him, his arm was tired from returning salutes by the time he’d gone twenty feet.


    He navigated the maze of hallways, rife with historical displays lauding heroes. The army’s sole criteria for heroism was time spent behind a trigger. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d shot a gun, and they didn’t give purple hearts for paper cuts.


    He stopped by the building’s central gazebo, squatting amid a swath of green in the midst of the concrete maze. The cafeteria inside buzzed with uniformed personnel, sharp-suited civil servants, and contractors. Bookbinder stood on line for his morning coffee, then fought his way out of the crowded entrance.


    ‘By your leave, sir,’ said a navy lieutenant. He hesitated at that last word, his eyes searching Bookbinder’s chest for something he could respect. No combat infantryman’s pin. No expeditionary medals. No jump wings. Bookbinder was a high-ranking administrator, and his record screamed it from his uniform. There were soldiers and there were soldiers, and it was clear which category this lieutenant felt he fell into. Bookbinder read the lieutenant’s record on his ribbon rack  surface warfare qualified, Horn of Africa campaign medal. But he was still just a company-grade officer, and he owed Bookbinder respect. This he rendered as coolly as possible, the salute cracking so sharply that his hand vibrated.


    Bookbinder made his way to his office and pushed through the doorway reading ARMY MATERIEL COMMAND on the Pentagon’s E ring. Sergeant Pinchot greeted him with a wave from behind her desk just outside his office door. She looked like she’d been stuffed into her immaculate uniform. He paused, seeing her in his dream, drowning in freezing ocean water.


    ‘Oh.’ She frowned, noting his cup of coffee. ‘I just made you a pot.’


    ‘Well, I appreciate that, sorry. Good morning, by the way.’


    She shrugged. ‘Good morning, sir. Everything okay?’


    He nodded. ‘Yeah, I’m just a little off. Can you do me a favor and see what the doc has open today? Put the appointment under your name and rank, I don’t want them kicking other people out of a time slot because a colonel called down.’


    ‘Will do, sir. Speaking of medical...’


    ‘Did you email me the body-weight waiver?’


    Sergeant Pinchot nodded. ‘It’s in your inbox.’


    ‘I’ll sign it, but this is the last time. You’ve got to start taking physical training seriously.’ He glanced down at his flat belly, due more to genetics and no great love of food than any commitment to exercise.


    ‘Hooah, sir. I’ll take care of it.’ She wouldn’t take care of it, just as she hadn’t taken care of it the last two times he’d warned her. He should have given her a command referral to the weight-control program already. He scolded and scolded, but he knew that deep down, Pinchot sensed that he would never do it. He wore a commander’s uniform with a commander’s silver eagles on his shoulders, but he lacked a commander’s heart.


    Bookbinder sighed and went into his office, closing the door behind him. The office radiated official dignity from its dark-stained cherrywood furniture to the walls completely covered with the trappings of a long and storied career; plaques, folded flags, challenge coins, trophies. Framed posters depicted dignified scenes. Washington accepted Cornwallis’s surrender in one corner. On the opposite wall, the Continental Congress signed the charter creating the army. There were no battle scenes.


    He settled into his leather commander’s chair and brought his computer out of sleep mode. The huge split-screen monitors were overkill, but they helped with keeping track of the giant spreadsheets that were his stock-in-trade. He’d left at 1900 hours last night. Three hundred emails already awaited him.


    He sighed, the current battering him unsparingly.


    The phone rang.


    He picked it up. ‘J1. May I help you, sir or ma’am?’


    There was a brief pause as the caller took the line off speakerphone. ‘Colonel Bookbinder, sir? This is HS2 Wainwright in Lieutenant Colonel Thompson’s office. We’ve had a cancellation if you’re free to stop by.’


    The doctor’s office had taken exactly three minutes to get him in. There was no cancellation. Pinchot had not used her own name and rank as he’d instructed. Who knew what poor soldier with a more urgent problem had just been bumped so the lofty colonel could be accommodated. But with the drowning sensation dogging him, he was grateful for the chance to get examined.


    Bookbinder massaged his temples and stood. He passed through the outer office and tapped Pinchot’s shoulder. ‘They’re taking me now,’ he said, meaning it as a remonstration for her failure to follow instructions.


    She tapped away at her keyboard, ignoring him. ‘That’s great, sir. I’ll take your calls.’


    The trip to Lieutenant Colonel Thompson’s office took longer than he’d expected. The elevator was being repaired, and there was a snarl of contractors on pedal-driven carts running cable down two of the usual thoroughfares. He passed flat-screen monitors dedicated to the perils of unauthorized magic use. Slick electronic posters featured grizzly digital photos of Selfers gone nova, their burned carcasses scarcely recognizable as human. It was followed by a Ten Most Wanted slide. Oscar Britton continued to hold the top spot.


    Bookbinder entered Doc Thompson’s and stiffened as half the waiting room got to its feet. ‘Good morning, sir,’ they chorused.


    ‘Good morning, everyone. Sit down, please. That’s not necessary.’


    ‘Good morning, Colonel. Doctor Thompson is waiting for you,’ said a young orderly in blue scrubs.


    Bookbinder glanced an apology at the assembled convalescents. More than a few met his glance, irked at having their wait lengthened by the system’s tendency to jump whenever top brass needed something done.


    But there was nothing to be done about it now. The tide was insistent, and the doc was waiting.


    Bookbinder sat in the exam room for a few minutes before Thompson came in.


    ‘Good morning, sir!’ The doctor said, pumping his hand vigorously. Thompson was mustachioed and bull necked. The silver oak leaf cluster and gold caduceus pinned to his white doctor’s coat were the only things that marked him as a soldier. ‘Your admin seemed worried about you. Everything okay?’


    ‘I feel ridiculous,’ Bookbinder began, ‘there’s really nothing wrong with me.’


    ‘Describe it.’


    ‘It feels like I’m drowning. I can’t breathe. Well, I can, actually.’ He demonstrated, spreading his arms and filling his lungs with air. ‘I just feel like...I’m underwater. I can’t shake it.’


    Thompson stroked his moustache with the butt of his pen. ‘When did this start?’


    ‘Last night. I had a nightmare.’


    ‘Does it get worse when you lie down? Are you having trouble climbing stairs?’


    Bookbinder shook his head. ‘It’s constant. Always the same.’


    ‘You haven’t started smoking, have you?’


    Bookbinder frowned. ‘Come on, Doc.’


    ‘Okay, well, let’s have a look at you.’


    Having a look at him took all day. After Thompson found nothing abnormal with his blood pressure, he went at him with the stethoscope with similar results. He shined lights in his eyes, looked up his nose and ears, took blood. Bookbinder tried to leave after an hour, worried about the men outside whose days were being wasted waiting, but Thompson wasn’t going to let a sick O-6 out of his sight without making damned sure that everything was all right.


    The big tests began. Chest X-ray, CT scan, echocardiogram.


    By the end of the day, Bookbinder was exhausted, sitting naked in a blue examination gown, his skinny butt freezing against the stainless-steel surface of the examination table. Thompson entered the room, shaking his head.


    ‘Nothing?’ Bookbinder asked.


    Thompson shrugged. ‘Nothing. We still have to wait on some lab results, but I don’t expect to find anything.’


    But the current was there. Bookbinder gulped air, feeling the drowning sensation more acutely than ever. ‘Jesus, Doc. What’s going on?’


    ‘If I had to put my finger on it? You’re having a panic attack.’


    Bookbinder cocked an eyebrow. ‘That’s ridiculous. I’m forty-five. I’ve never had a panic attack in my life.’


    Thompson shrugged. ‘Well, there’s nothing physically wrong with you, sir. And there’s no age limit on anxiety issues. You said it came on right after a nightmare, correct?’


    Bookbinder nodded.


    ‘Must have been one hell of a nightmare,’ Thompson said.


    Bookbinder shuddered. ‘It was.’


    ‘Well, look. I’d take the rest of the day off.’ He handed Bookbinder a small plastic bag full of white pills. ‘This is a generic zolpidem. It’ll help you sleep. Eat something, piss, then pop one. Go directly to bed, do not pass go. Give me a call in the morning and let me know how you feel.’


    Panic attack. The thought ate at him. He was supposed to be a commander. Panic attacks didn’t come with that territory.


    ‘Doc, could we’


    ‘We’ll keep this between us,’ Thompson cut him off, his voice sympathetic. ‘You’re not the first field grade I’ve had in here with this condition, sir. It’s stressful at the top. Sometimes you have to make room for that. You just call me tomorrow.’


    The doctor paused in the doorway. ‘There’s one thing, sir.’


    Bookbinder pulled up his pants and buttoned them. ‘What?’


    ‘It’s silly, really.’


    ‘What is it?’ Bookbinder was tired and hungry and irritated at having wasted an entire working day.


    ‘Well, I have to ask you to call your command’s SOC liaison.’


    Bookbinder’s jaw dropped. ‘You think I’m Latent?’


    ‘It’s just that some of your symptoms are consistent with new Manifestation. Protocol is that it gets reported, but there’s no reason you can’t take care of that yourself. Don’t worry, you’re not Latent. You’re not actually displaying any magical power, which only ever happens with Rump Latents, but they don’t have sensations as strong as what you’re describing. A lot of them don’t even know they’re Latent until someone else picks up their current.’


    ‘Believe me, this is superstrong,’ Bookbinder said. ‘I can barely concentrate on anything else.’


    ‘I know,’ Thompson said, ‘which is why I’m sure you’re not Latent, but you still need to check in with the SOC LNO. Just takes a second for them to send a Seer over. Again, don’t worry. Even if you are Latent, you’re not Manifesting, which means it’s Rump and no real danger to anyone.’


    Bookbinder pulled his shirt on and nodded. ‘Okay, Doc. Thanks.’


    Thompson nodded, waved, and left him alone in the drowning tide, suddenly malevolent now that it had a potential name.


    Magic, Bookbinder thought. He thought of his house in Arlington, his wife and children, his retirement check just a few years away. After that, an easy job as a defense contractor, the double-dipping ensuring smooth sailing for Julie and the girls. Then golfing, summers in the RV at national parks, and long weekends at the seashore. Maybe grandkids if he was lucky.


    Magic did not fit into that equation. Even those who didn’t go Selfer were ostracized.


    Get ahold of yourself, he thought. It’s like 1 percent of 1 per cent who actually come up Latent. It’s like the doc said  panic attack.


    He suddenly found himself hoping the doctor was right.


    He punched up the SOC liaison on his dashboard phone during the drive home.


    The voice that answered was grainy and distorted. ‘SOC. Talon.’


    Bookbinder paused at the lack of phone courtesy, then reminded himself that the SOC didn’t follow protocol like the big army.


    ‘Hi, this is Colonel Alan Bookbinder, I’m the J1 for AMC.’


    ‘Sure, sir.’ The voice became friendlier, he guessed in reaction to his rank. ‘How can I help you?’


    ‘I feel ridiculous even calling you, but I’ve been feeling really weird lately, and the doc couldn’t find anything wrong with me. But he said I have to report to you.’


    ‘Uh-huh,’ Talon said.


    ‘So,’ Bookbinder went on, filling the uncomfortable silence that followed. ‘I’m reporting.’


    ‘Drowning sensation?’ Talon asked. ‘Like you’re in the middle of a river that’s flowing through you?’


    A sick chill settled in Bookbinder’s gut and began to work its way up his spine. The current intensified.


    ‘Yes...that’s it exactly,’ he croaked.


    Talon didn’t react to the change in his voice. ‘You have a nightmare, sir? Or a really vivid dream just before the sensation came on?’


    Bookbinder nodded at the speaker before remembering that Talon couldn’t see him. The car behind him honked, and he realized he had slowed to a crawl. He put on his blinkers and pulled over.


    ‘Yes,’ he said again.


    ‘But you obviously haven’t Manifested or you’d be on your way here in person instead of calling me.’ Talon’s voice was calm.


    ‘Yes,’ Bookbinder said. Panic drowned him. ‘Do you...oh my God, do you think I might be Latent?’


    Talon chuckled on the other end of the phone. ‘Hell, sir. You’re not Latent. If you had actually come up Latent enough to feel the flow, you’d have Manifested. If you were Rump, you probably wouldn’t feel anything at all. And on the odd chance that you are Rump, you’re no threat to yourself or others.’


    ‘But...but you knew about the nightmare...’


    ‘That’s a common symptom, but it doesn’t always happen that way. I Manifested in the middle of the afternoon, taking a shower. It’s okay, sir. You want me to send a Seer over to your house now to see if he can pick up a current? Or I could swing by myself...’


    Relief replaced panic, drowning all. ‘No, no, it’s fine. God, I feel like a damned fool. I’ll come by tomorrow morning. Let me at least get a good night’s sleep and see how I feel when I wake up.’


    Talon laughed again. ‘Roger that, sir. I’m usually in around 0700, we’re on the...’


    ‘Fifth floor, A ring, I know.’ You couldn’t miss it on all the posters encouraging those who suspected they might be Latent to self-report. ‘Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.’


    See? Damned idiot. No way you’re Latent. Relief and embarrassment churned in him. He felt the current rising, as if in response. Damn, but that was weird. Oh well, panic attack it was. He would go home, take the pills, and get some sleep.


    But not before he kept his promise to Kelly.


    He swung into the convenience-store parking lot and jogged through the entrance, pausing as he reviewed the signs swinging over the aisles looking for the breakfast cereal. He spotted a line of purple boxes peeking off one of the metal ledges and made his way toward them.


    And stopped short.


    The tide that drowned him was suddenly crossed by another; strong and foreign. His eyes wrenched off the cereal boxes and moved unerringly toward the current’s source.


    A young boy, no more than sixteen, stood at the end of the aisle. Ripped blue jeans draped over wide sneakers. A black hooded sweatshirt masked most of his features, but not his eyes, wide open in shock and fixed on Bookbinder’s uniform.


    The sick feeling rushed back into Bookbinder’s gut, bullying away the sweet relief. He can feel my current, too.


    Panic attacks didn’t facilitate that kind of communication.


    Only magic did.


    The kid yanked down the shelf, sending an avalanche of cereal boxes cascading between them.


    He turned and ran.


    Bookbinder went after him.

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Sea Change


    The Danish Hekseri Corps took a different tack. They recognized Russia as the primary threat and understood that weather dominance was the only way to beat a numerically and financially superior enemy. Every Danish Trollmann is focused primarily on impacting flight paths and sea-lanes, and their Aeromancers are the best in the world. This single-minded focus changed the balance of power in Northern Europe in the course of a decade.


     Avery Whiting


    The Great Reawakening and the Rebalancing of Power in the Postmodern World


    Bookbinder vaulted the pile of cereal boxes. He landed a foot short, his slick-soled dress shoe skidding sideways and sending him sprawling. The kid dashed around the aisle, racing for the exit.


    ‘Wait!’ Bookbinder called after him, scrambling to his feet. ‘I’m not going to do anythi...I’m not...’ Not going to what? he asked himself. Why are you chasing him?


    I have to know, he answered himself, if I’m like him.


    He spun, pushing off against the crushed boxes and chasing the kid through the store doors, ignoring the clerk, who was threatening to call the police.


    ‘Kid! Stop I...’ Bookbinder called. The kid pumped his arms, the hoodie flying back to reveal a shock of unruly black hair. He rounded the corner of the store and tore down the alley, knocking down trash cans.


    Bookbinder pursued him, his wind up now, vaulting the obstacles smoothly. A chain-link fence topped with a coil of barbed wire blocked the exit, but the kid leapt up it. He tangled his sleeve in the barbed wire and struggled, entangling himself worse. He looked over his shoulder at Bookbinder, his eyes wide and unseeing, a panicked animal.


    Bookbinder slowed, kept his distance. ‘Kid, it’s okay. I just want to talk to you. I’m not SOC.’


    More scrambling. Bright lines of blood blossomed on the kid’s face and arm.


    ‘Jesus! Stop messing around.’ Bookbinder tugged gently at the kid’s ankle. ‘You’re going to hurt yourself.’


    Bookbinder could feel the kid’s current pulsing erratically against his own. Where Bookbinder’s tide felt like a steady soaking, the foreign tide was wild, mounting to crescendo.


    ‘Fuck you!’ the kid screamed. ‘I’m not going anywhere!’


    ‘Nobody’s taking you anywhere. I’m not SOC.’


    The kid paused, a glimmer of hope on his face, then he focused, and a snarl overcame his features. ‘Bullshit, man! I can feel you! You Latent motherfucker!’


    The sick feeling he’d had when talking to Talon returned. You have your answer, now get out of here.


    ‘Wait,’ Bookbinder said. ‘How do you know I’m Latent?’ You know how he knows.


    The kid’s sleeve tore free, and he fell, landing a couple of feet from Bookbinder. He could hear the shouts of others at the end of the alley. The kid’s eyes widened in terror as they looked over Bookbinder’s shoulder. He leveled a hand at the colonel’s chest.


    ‘I can fucking control it, man! I can fucking fry you!’


    Bookbinder felt the wild seesawing of his current and knew the kid was lying. ‘It’s okay, son. Don’t do anything stupid. Nobody’s trying to hurt you here.’


    ‘Back off!’ The boy’s current spiked madly. ‘Just back the fuck off!’


    Bookbinder took a few steps backward. The boy frowned, then gritted his teeth as his current spiked again. He raised his hands to his head, shrieking.


    The boy doubled over, his current so strong that it blinded Bookbinder’s senses. The colonel lurched forward, reaching out. ‘It’s okay! Calm down! You’re going to be okay!’


    ‘Oh Christ,’ someone said from behind Bookbinder. ‘Kid’s going nova. Run!’


    But Bookbinder didn’t run, he knelt before the boy, his hands on his shoulders, trying to soothe him. ‘Listen to me, son. Focus on my voice. Concentrate. You can beat this. You just have to calm down.’


    The kid whipped his head from side to side, skin smoking, tendrils of gray vapor wafting from inside his sweatshirt. His hair began to smolder, then burst into flame. He screamed.


    The boy threw his head back. His eyes shot wide, then disappeared in puffs of smoke as flames shot from his skull. His skin went black, curling and flapping away from his head. Bookbinder scrambled away on his hands, his eyebrows singed, as the kid writhed on the ground, burning brightly.


    Bookbinder got to his feet, panting. He dusted off his uniform instinctively, hands moving involuntarily while his mind grappled with the sight before him.


    The kid lay, a smoking ruin that was hard to imagine had once been alive.


    That’s magic. That’s what’s in me.


    He spun, but the alley was empty; any onlookers had fled at the sight of the boy’s fiery death throes.


    He ran, the smell of cooked meat and the echoing screams driving him to his car.


    Talon answered the phone on the first ring. ‘I’m definitely Latent,’ Bookbinder said. ‘I can feel the current.’


    Talon sounded exasperated. ‘Sir, we discussed this...’


    ‘No! I met a kid! He just fried himself! I’m outside a grocery store and...’


    Talon’s voice went flat. ‘Sir, calm down and listen to me. I need you to be very clear. Are you saying you met a Latent individual and he went nova?’


    ‘Yes! Right in front of me! Just a minute ago!’


    ‘Are the police there?’


    ‘Not yet, but some people saw, and I’m sure they called them.’


    ‘Sir, I need you to get out of there right now. Do you know where the POAC is?’


    ‘The...what?’


    ‘The Pentagon Officers Athletic Club. There’s a loading dock underneath it. I’ll make sure it’s cleared. You drive there right now, is that clear? Do not speed. Do not get pulled over. Do not interact with the police in any way.’


    Bookbinder’s stomach tensed, but he felt an odd sense of relief at having commands he could follow. ‘Got it.’


    ‘Okay, now give me your exact address. What’s the name of the grocery store you’re at?’


    After Bookbinder told him, Talon asked, ‘So, what makes you sure you’re Latent? Did you Manifest?’


    ‘No, but I could feel it,’ Bookbinder said, starting the car and heading back to the Pentagon. ‘And this kid could sense it too. He said he could tell.’


    ‘I highly doubt it, but we can’t be too careful. Get here as quickly as you can, sir. Stay away from other people. Do not go home. Do not talk to anyone. Got it?’


    ‘Okay. See you soon.’ Bookbinder’s calm surprised him as he pulled back into traffic and began to retrace his route to the Pentagon. The uncertainty that dogged him was gone. The thing inside him had a name. The authorities were on top of it, they would take him and...


    ...They would take him.


    The current intensified in time with his rising panic. What if they threw him in jail? Or did tests on him? Bookbinder was pretty sure that since he had self-reported, he wouldn’t be punished, but he didn’t know for sure. What if they quarantined him? What if it was years before he saw his wife and children again?


    Talon had told him to come straight in, not to go near anyone.


    But Bookbinder found himself turning the car around, gunning the engine and heading for home.


    Bookbinder paused outside the door of his home, smoothed his uniform again, and wiped the panicked tears off his face. His wife and children were inside. He had to be strong for them. Because this may be the last time you see them. Bookbinder knew what happened to Selfers. There was no way he would run.


    He took a moment to survey the neatly manicured lawn, the crisply pressed American flag flapping from a pole bolted to the doorjamb.


    He took a deep breath and pushed through the door.


    Julie stood at the table, unpacking a bag of groceries.


    ‘Hi, sweetheart.’ The tremor in his voice was undeniable. Julie looked at him, her eyes wide with concern.


    She placed her hands on his cheeks. ‘Oh, baby! What happened to you?’


    The tears came. He collapsed into her arms, cursing his weakness.


    ‘Alan!’ He could hear his own panic transferred to her, now rising in her voice. ‘Alan, what’s wrong?’


    ‘Oh, bunny,’ he sobbed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen.’


    He felt Julie’s throat work against his shoulder as she swallowed. When she spoke again, her voice was calm, possessed of all the command he lacked. She pushed him back and met his eyes. ‘Alan, you’re scaring me. I need you to calm down and tell me what’s going on. What didn’t you mean to happen?’


    ‘I’m Latent. I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean for it to...’


    ‘Latent?’ Julie smiled. ‘Oh God, Alan. You’re not Latent!’


    ‘I am, baby. I really am. I can feel it.’


    ‘Alan.’ She laughed, kissed his forehead. ‘What has gotten into you? You had me scared half to death!’


    ‘I saw a boy die, he burned to death. I felt his...I felt his magic. It’s in me, too.’


    ‘Are you serious? Where? When?’


    ‘Just now, I stopped off to get cereal for Kel...I didn’t even get it. I’m sorry.’


    ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘Tell me what happened. Did you call the police?’


    ‘No, I called the SOC.’


    She pushed back from him, white faced. ‘The SOC?’


    Bookbinder nodded miserably. ‘They told me to come in. I’m not even supposed to be here. I had to see you.’


    She nodded firmly, showing all the resolve he lacked. ‘You did the right thing. You can’t get in trouble if you report up front.’


    He tried to pull her back into an embrace, but she pushed him away. ‘Sweetie, you should get to them right now. If you just tell them everything and let them examine you, then you won’t get in any trouble, and you can come home.’


    ‘Not if I’m Latent! What if they have to keep me for tests?’


    She touched his elbow. ‘Honey, I’m hardly an expert, but you’re not...showing any magic. That’s what happens when people come up Latent.’


    ‘Julie, I’m serious. I can feel it. I have a magical...pulse, like a river flowing through me.’


    Julie put her hands on her hips. ‘I believe you feel something, but you were sick this morning, remember? Did you see the doc today at work?’


    ‘He said I was having a panic attack.’


    ‘Well? Maybe that’s all it is. You don’t want to make trouble with the SOC over something like that. Stop playing around and get over there.’


    Bookbinder nodded but didn’t move.


    ‘The boy, you didn’t...’ Julie began.


    ‘I had nothing to do with it, I just...we could feel each other’s magic, then he went nova.’


    ‘Oh God,’ Julie said. She hugged him again and kissed his forehead. ‘Now. If you go now, they won’t know you came here.’


    The kids, as if on cue, appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘Daddy?’


    He knelt, holding out his arms, and they ran to him. He lifted them up and embraced them tightly, kissing them hard on the tops of their heads. ‘Daddy! Ow! You’re squeezing me!’ Kelly squealed.


    ‘It’s okay, sweetheart,’ Julie said. ‘Daddy just got scared is all.’


    ‘I save you, Daddy,’ Sarah said.


    He put the girls back down. You should say goodbye, he thought. Once you report to Talon, you don’t know if you’ll ever see them again.


    But something in the certainty of Julie’s tone held him at bay. He had failed to be strong for her, but he could do it for his girls. ‘Mommy’s right. Everything’s fine. Daddy forgot something at work and has to run back for a minute, but I’ll be home to tuck you in.’ He winced inwardly.


    ‘Where’s Harvey?’ he asked. If he was saying goodbye, he wanted to cover all the bases.


    ‘He’s out back,’ Julie said. ‘Leave him be, you’ll be home soon.’ She sounded so sure.


    He kissed Julie, swept her into a tight hug. ‘Good-bye, bunny.’


    Julie’s voice was worried, but she gave the right lines. ‘No dramatics, Alan. Go report yourself, get this straightened out, and come home.’


    They don’t understand. This is as much goodbye as you get.


    One more hug, and he was out the door. He knew if he looked back, he would lose his nerve.


    So he didn’t.


    The phone was already ringing when he got in the car. ‘Where are you?’ Talon asked.


    ‘I’m inbound. I got...stuck in traffic. I’ll be there in... ten minutes.’


    Talon’s silence was pregnant with incredulity. Bookbinder sank into his seat under the weight of the unspoken accusation. ‘Get the lead out of your ass, sir. This isn’t a game.’


    By the time Bookbinder arrived at the Pentagon parking lot, two police cars with flashing lights were waiting for him. At first, his stomach clenched, Talon had warned him to stay away from the police. But the cruisers were the gray and black of Pentagon police, not Arlington, and they waved him past through their windows, then fell in behind his car. The escort peeled off once he passed beneath the footbridge outside the POAC and turned into the loading dock.


    The normally unending traffic of loading and unloading stocks of supplies was gone. Instead, a young SOC captain waited for him on the edge of the concrete platform, flanked by two Pentagon police officers in tactical gear, body armor, helmets, carbines slung across their chests.


    Bookbinder reached for the door handle and paused. He looked back through the windshield at the short, dark-haired captain who he assumed was Talon. Once you open that door, your life will change for ever. Don’t think about it. If you turn back, you’ll lose your nerve, you’ll run. Then, whatever life is left to you will be over.


    A part of his mind clung to Julie’s dismissal. Maybe she’s right. Maybe this is a panic attack.


    If so, he’d apologize to her on his knees. He’d accept any derision she, or Talon, or anyone else cared to heap on him. And then Bookbinder, not normally a religious man, found himself praying. Please, dear God. I’ve been a good husband, father, and soldier. I’ve done my job. I never cheated or stole or fooled around on my wife. I never hit my kids. Please, if you can make this cup pass from me, please do it. I don’t want to be Latent. I don’t want to lose everything I’ve built.


    ‘Sir!’ Talon called to him. ‘Get out of the car right now!’


    Bookbinder was soldier enough to follow orders. He reacted instinctively, opening the door and pushing out into the cool evening air.


    He immediately felt Talon’s current, tight and disciplined, eddying from him. Talon must have felt his as well, because he crouched, his eyes widening.


    ‘Jesus!’ Talon said, and stretched out his hands. Bookbinder felt his flow pass into Talon’s, then roll back from it. He could still feel it flowing through him, but the drowning sensation ceased.


    ‘Colonel Bookbinder, I presume?’ Talon asked, jumping down off the raised platform and walking toward him. ‘You’re Latent, all right.’


    The sodium lights that lit the dock swayed momentarily as Bookbinder grappled with the truth. ‘Maybe it’s a Rump Latency?’


    Talon shook his head firmly. ‘Hell, no, sir. It’s the strongest current I’ve felt in a long time.’


    Bookbinder bent over, hands on his knees. ‘Oh, shit.’


    Talon put his hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s okay, sir. You reported yourself. It’s fine. Don’t worry about that kid, sir. Magic sinks happen. That’s not on you.’


    ‘What happened to him?’


    ‘The kid? Don’t worry about that. We’re taking care of it.’


    ‘I just...I thought that maybe it was a panic attack.’


    Talon laughed. ‘No, sir. I’m afraid not. You’re Latent. I’ve got you Suppressed right now.’


    Bookbinder looked at Talon. The man’s eyes were kind, older than the rest of his face. A silver Aeromancer’s pin shone from his lapel. ‘Sir, a lot of guys have this reaction when they pop. It’s really okay. You did it right. You lose nothing, not rank, not pay. It’s a change, but we’re going to help you through it. I came up Latent my first week at West Point. Believe me, you get used to it.’


    Bookbinder sagged against the wall. ‘What about my family?’


    Talon’s expression went hard. ‘I’m not sure, sir. You’ll have to speak to one of our integration counselors.’


    Bookbinder looked into Talon’s eyes, open and receptive just a moment before, and knew he was lying. He swallowed and shut his eyes. But the feel of the current, even Suppressed, wouldn’t allow him even a moment of self-delusion.


    ‘The problem, sir,’ Talon said, ‘is that you didn’t Manifest. You’ve felt the current for how long?’


    ‘Since last night...I mean, this morning technically. Maybe 0200.’


    Talon clicked his tongue. ‘Man, that’s weird. That never happens.’


    ‘So, what’s going to happen to me?’


    Talon was silent for a long time. Finally, he sighed. ‘Honestly, sir? I have no idea. For one thing, you’re field grade. For another, you’re not Manifesting. That’s a double whammy. Any call on this one is going to be made miles above my head.’

  


  
    

    Chapter Three


    Stress Test


    In some very rare instances, powerful Latencies will fail to Manifest. The reason for this is a matter of continuing debate, but many believe it has to do with deficiencies in the limbic system. Indeed, the few documented Auto-Suppressed or ‘Stifled’ Latencies are loners, usually males without family and few friends. They exhibit difficulty expressing emotion and are reticent to a fault.


     Avery Whiting
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    Talon bundled Bookbinder into a black van and produced a drawstring bag from his cargo pocket. ‘I need you to put this over your head.’


    ‘Are you serious?’ Bookbinder asked.


    ‘As a heart attack, sir.’


    ‘Do it, sir,’ said one of the police officers, climbing in on the van’s opposite side.


    Bookbinder shrugged and pulled the bag over his head. It was hot and close inside, but he could breathe well enough. Unable to see, he closed his eyes and tried to relax.


    ‘I’m going to give you an injection in your thigh,’ Talon said. ‘It’s Limbic Dampener. Everybody in the SOC uses it. It’ll help you control the magical flow. You ready?’


    Bookbinder nodded, wincing at the stab in his leg a moment later. Another moment passed, and he felt suddenly calm. The stress of his new Latency, the pain of losing his family, the anxiety over his uncertain future, all receded. He was aware of the emotions and their intensity, but they no longer rattled him.


    ‘My wife,’ he began.


    ‘We’re getting word to her now,’ Talon said. ‘As soon as we’re able, we’ll arrange for you to speak to her.’


    The van drove for an hour, then finally slowed and stopped after bumping over what Bookbinder guessed was a field or unpaved road. He could hear the dull thudding of a helicopter’s rotors as he was ushered out of the van, felt the wind whipping over him as he was hurried on board, a rigger’s belt cinched around his waist and a carabiner clipped in place. A hand grabbed Bookbinder’s wrist, guiding his hand to a support bar.


    Then, the stomach-wrenching vertigo as the helo jumped skyward. Bookbinder grasped the bar hard as the helo banked sharply, then leveled off. They flew in silence for what felt like several hours. About halfway through the trip, Bookbinder’s mouth began feeling like the Mojave Desert. He smacked his gums, trying to work up some saliva.


    ‘Relax,’ Talon yelled over the pounding rotors, ‘it’s the Limbic Dampener. Gives you bad cottonmouth. You want some water? We’re almost there.’


    ‘I’ve gotta piss,’ Bookbinder said.


    ‘On the ground in a moment, sir. Just hold it another bit.’


    When the helicopter finally jarred to a stop, Bookbinder heard the carabiner unclip and hands shoved him forward. He stumbled a few feet out of the helicopter, the rotors spinning down and the wash against his back abating. He took a few steps on what felt like dead leaves.


    ‘Can’t hold it,’ he said.


    Talon laughed beside him, jerking the hood off his head.


    ‘Go for it, sir. There’s nobody here but us girls.’


    Bookbinder squinted against bright starlight. He unzipped and let go as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Two long, low barns loomed in the distance, massive and solid.


    ‘Where are we?’ he asked, shaking off and zipping up.


    Talon shrugged. ‘Welcome to LSA Portcullis.’


    ‘Logistical Staging Area? Where are we staging to?’


    ‘Need to know, sir. For now, you need to know that you’re expected inside and that we’re going to run some tests.’


    The interior of the barn had been converted into an operational staging floor, gigantic and buzzing with men and equipment. The stars and stripes and the SOC arms were prominently displayed, hanging from the ceiling. PORTCULLIS  US ARMY LOGISTICAL STAGING AREA, was written across the American flag.


    A bull-necked Suppressor with a craggy face and a dark crew-cut stood waiting for them, leaning against a chipped folding table. Talon nodded to him. ‘Sir, this is Lieutenant Plug. He’s going to get you set up here.’


    ‘When do I get to call my family?’ Bookbinder asked.


    Bookbinder felt his current surge momentarily as Talon dropped the Suppression, then roll back again as Plug stepped forward, concentrating. ‘I’ve got it, sir,’ Plug said.


    ‘We can’t let you get in touch with your family from here, sir,’ Talon said. ‘Bad operations security. But the good news is that you won’t be here long. It’s just a place for you to get checked out and integrated into the service. Once you’re assigned and settled, we’ll figure out how to get you back in touch with them.’


    ‘You said I’d see them again,’ Bookbinder said.


    ‘And you will,’ Talon assured him. ‘But you probably won’t see me. It’s been a pleasure, sir. Welcome to the Corps and good luck to you.’ He extended a hand.


    Bookbinder shook it, and Talon left without another word.


    Plug kicked a metal folding chair up to the table and tapped a clipboard there stacked to bursting with papers.


    ‘Let’s get the admin knocked out, sir. Transfer papers, nondisclosure agreement, personal statement...Should take you about an hour to get it all done, then we’ve got your medical inprocessing and psych eval. I’ve got to keep you Suppressed until the head doc pronounces you fit to go off Suppression. Talon says you’re a Latent Grenade, so I don’t think that should be a problem.’


    ‘Latent Grenade?’


    Plug smiled. ‘It’s what we call folks who aren’t Rump Latents but don’t Manifest, ’cause, you know, any second you could go off.’


    Bookbinder started in on the paperwork while Plug sat beside him, playing a handheld video game. After his hand cramped from signing his name, checking boxes, and reading words that blurred together, Bookbinder stood, trying to work blood back into his fingers.


    ‘Army’s the same wherever you go.’ He winced.


    Plug led Bookbinder through the far end of the room and into a sterile-looking examination room, where three doctors waited. Unlike Doc Thompson, these three wore billowing blue plastic suits instead of white coats. They were businesslike, waving Bookbinder to a cold-looking metal table.


    ‘Please remove your clothes, Colonel.’


    Bookbinder hesitated. ‘Look, I...’


    ‘Sir,’ said one of the doctors, ‘the sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get you cleaned up and fed, please cooperate.’


    Bookbinder sighed, and the tests began.


    The doctors weren’t gentle. Blood pressure, temperature, three different scans. Lights were shone into every orifice and he was poked and prodded for so long that he went numb at his joints.


    After he dressed, Plug fetched him back to the same metal chair before the table, on which was a new sheaf of papers.


    It turned out to be a multiple-choice bubble sheet attached to a battery of over five hundred questions  all true or false. After a while, all the questions began to blur together, and he filled out bubble after bubble until his hand cramped again.


    At last, he stood, stretching as Plug arrived and collected the papers. ‘Appreciate your patience, sir.’


    Bookbinder nodded. ‘How about a shower?’


    Plug sighed. ‘Just one more round, sir. I know you’re tired, but there’s some concern about the strength of your current and the fact that you haven’t Manifested. The brass wants to be sure.’


    ‘Sure of what?’


    Plug shrugged. ‘Just sure.’ He passed Bookbinder a bottle of water and a nutrition bar.


    ‘Hopefully, this’ll tide you over until the test is complete. Follow me, please.’


    He led him back outside the barn structure and around back to a clearing in the pines. Dawn was cresting the treetops and illuminating tall, straight trunks and thick clusters of lustrous green needles. The air had a sharp, metallic bite. Wherever they were, it was north of Washington.


    Two more men met them in the clearing, both in digital camouflage uniforms. One of them, a thin major with thinner hair, wore the unit patch of the Judge Advocate General Corps. The other was a muscle-bound infantry sergeant.


    ‘This him?’ the lawyer asked. Plug nodded.


    The lawyer handed Bookbinder a clipboard with yet more paperwork attached. ‘We need to give you a stress test, sir, one that we hope will help you Manifest your abilities. Shouldn’t take more than ten to fifteen minutes. I’ll need you to sign this consent form before we get started.’


    ‘Stress test?’


    ‘The docs are thinking that you might be an Auto-Suppressed Latency. These are rare, but they happen from time to time. Magic is conducted through the emotional center in your brain, and in order to break the block and bring your current out, we’re going to need to put you under some emotional stress. Don’t worry. If your magic does Manifest, Plug is right here to roll it back.’


    The forms were several pages thick, and the sprawling legal speak was impossible to read by the rising sun. Exhausted, Bookbinder signed and initialed each page and handed it back.


    ‘So, what do we do...’


    The breath exploded from him as the sergeant stepped forward and slammed his fist into Bookbinder’s stomach. Bookbinder collapsed, retching. His current surged as Plug’s Suppression dropped away. He drowned in the tide, unsure if it or the blow to his gut kept him from breathing.


    The sergeant slapped him, rocking his face to one side. ‘Get up, you fucking pussy.’


    Bookbinder gasped, ‘What are you do...’


    The sergeant’s boot slammed into his balls. Bookbinder vomited in earnest, sprawling on the hard ground, sucking up pine needles as he gasped for breath.


    The tide roared, drowning out the sergeant’s next words to a high buzz. Something struck Bookbinder in the back of the head, bouncing his cheek off the ground and leaving his ears ringing.


    He lay, waiting for the next blow to fall. When the buzzing finally cleared, he heard the lawyer speaking to Plug. ‘Nothing?’


    ‘Nothing, sir. His current is completely pegged, but there’s nothing doing.’


    ‘Okay,’ the lawyer said. ‘Get the dog.’


    Boots crunched, and someone stepped over him as Bookbinder scrabbled on the ground. ‘Not...I can’t believe...’


    ‘Shut up,’ said the sergeant, his voice growing distant.


    Bookbinder got to his knees as the boots crunched back. He looked up, meeting the watery blue eyes of the lawyer.


    When he looked back down, the sergeant stood before him, holding a beagle puppy, much younger than Harvey, on a leash. The little dog cowered.


    Bookbinder pushed himself to his feet, knees shaking. ‘Look, I don’t know what the hell you think you’re doing here...’


    ‘We know exactly what we’re doing, sir,’ the lawyer said. ‘Now if you can just hold on for a moment, we’ll be done.’


    The lawyer unsnapped his holster and pulled out his pistol, proffering it to Bookbinder handle first. ‘Take this, sir.’


    ‘What the hell do you expect me to do with...’


    Bookbinder heard the cocking of a pistol hammer. The barrel touched the base of his skull. ‘We really need your full cooperation, sir,’ Plug said from behind him. ‘Now. Take the fucking gun.’


    Bookbinder began to tremble. The rumors were true. The SOC really was crazy. He took the pistol, the thick metal handle heavy and unfamiliar.


    ‘Now,’ the lawyer said, ‘shoot the animal.’


    The beagle whined, cringing and straining against the leash, its dark eyes huge.


    ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ Bookbinder asked. ‘It’s a puppy. I’m not going to shoot it.’


    Plug shoved his head with the pistol barrel. ‘You’re going to do exactly as you’re told, or I’m going to fucking shoot you, sir.’


    The tide surged. He struggled for breath. ‘You people are fucking crazy! You can’t do this!’


    ‘Sir, you’ve got three seconds to put a round through that animal, or I am going to put you out of all of our misery,’ Plug said, driving the pistol barrel forward again.


    Dear God, he’s serious, Bookbinder thought.


    ‘One,’ Plug said.


    ‘Wait, just give me a...’


    ‘Two!’ Bookbinder swore he could hear the trigger spring creaking backward. The tide swamped him.


    ‘Okay! Okay!’ he shouted; he raised the pistol, his hand jerking wildly. His aim flopped like a beached fish, covering the dog, the sergeant, the space between.


    He screamed and pulled the trigger.


    Click.


    Bookbinder stood, his jaw hanging open, tears welling in his eyes. He sniveled, swallowed hard.


    ‘Well?’ the lawyer asked.


    Plug shook his head. ‘Nothing, sir. And his tide is the highest I’ve felt in a very long time.’


    The lawyer sighed and nodded to the sergeant, who scooped up the puppy, kissed it on the muzzle, and trotted back inside the barn.


    ‘You son of a bitch,’ Bookbinder stuttered.


    The lawyer patted the air with his hands. ‘I understand your distress, sir, but your psych profile indicated your biggest limbic triggers were violent confrontation and harm to animals. In order for the test to be effective, we have to respond accordingly.’


    ‘I’ll have your fucking oak leaves.’ Bookbinder lunged forward. Plug seized his arm and hauled him back as easily as he would a child.


    ‘No, sir. You won’t,’ the lawyer said, waving the clipboard. ‘You agreed to this test in advance and hold us all blameless for any results. I have your signature right here.’


    ‘You fucker.’ Bookbinder seethed. ‘I’ll remember this.’


    ‘Begging your pardon, sir’  the sergeant’s voice came from the barn, gently menacing  ‘I’m sure you’ll feel better waiting inside.’ Plug’s grip tightened on his elbow, and Bookbinder knew he had no chance against the larger men. They’re real soldiers and you’re a paper pusher. Being right doesn’t make you any tougher. The thought drained the strength from him, and he allowed himself to be led back inside.


    He was left waiting for a long time. A female sergeant checked him over and determined that the drubbing he’d taken hadn’t done any lasting damage. After a while, he drowsed. He had no idea how long he slept. When he awoke, a grizzled-looking lieutenant colonel with a broken nose and lantern jaw stood before him.


    ‘How are you feeling, sir?’ the lieutenant colonel asked.


    Bookbinder cuffed the sleep from his eyes. ‘Let me guess, this is the patience test?’


    The lieutenant colonel smiled. ‘My name is Seitz. I command here.’


    ‘Well, this is the most fucked-up command I’ve ever seen.’


    ‘We get that a lot from folks just coming out of the stress test. The good news is that you don’t have to deal with my fucked-up command anymore, sir. We have to get you out of here.’


    ‘What’s the bad news?’


    ‘No bad news, sir. You self-reported. You keep your rank and position, but I’m afraid that you’ve been officially diagnosed as what we call an Auto-Suppressed Latency. Your magical tide is stifled.’


    ‘I’m a Latent Grenade.’


    Seitz’s smile widened. ‘We don’t like to call it that, sir, but yes. You could Manifest at any moment, and your current is very strong. The results could be dangerous for you and those around you. You need to be in a facility where we have the resources to properly monitor you and respond quickly in the event of a sudden Manifestation.


    ‘There’s some serendipity here, because we’ve got just such a facility that’s in desperate need of a J1. I just got off the phone with General Dernwood, and she’s approved a lateral transfer. She’s also approved the award of a commendation medal for the great job you’ve done for her at AMC. So the sum total of your Latency is a new job and a positive mark on your record.’


    Bookbinder’s stomach went cold. ‘What’s the bad news? Where the hell are you sending me?’


    Seitz handed him another small sheaf of papers. ‘That’s compartmented information, sir. I just need to get you read into the program first.’ The cover sheet of the papers was bordered with blue-and-orange stripes. SPECIAL ACCESS PROGRAM: FRONTIER, it read.


    The thought of any more reading made Bookbinder nauseous. ‘Cut the crap.’


    Seitz smiled again. ‘I guess we can just show you, sir. This way please.’


    Bookbinder grabbed Seitz’s shoulder. ‘My family. I need to talk to them. Wherever I’m going, are they going to be able to join me?’


    Seitz looked at Bookbinder’s hand, and Bookbinder jerked it back instinctively, then cursed himself inwardly. He outranked this man, and a hand on the shoulder was hardly out of line under the circumstances.


    Seitz seemed satisfied that Bookbinder was cowed. ‘You’ll be able to get messages to your family biweekly, and we’ll see what we can do about reuniting you at some point. Please try to understand, sir. It’s for their own safety.’


    Bookbinder saw the lie for what it was and supposed he should have been devastated, but after the past few hours, all he could muster was numbness. The lack of agony made him feel like he was failing his loved ones, and he conjured their faces in his mind, even tried to picture Sarah crying, but there was nothing but the constant thrumming of his magical tide in thrall to Plug’s Suppression.


    Seitz provided him with a plastic badge already bearing Bookbinder’s photo and reading LSA PORTCULLIS  GATE ACCESS. The badge warmed at the press of Bookbinder’s thumb, leaving a permanent impression. He signed the signature block on the latest round of paperwork and followed Seitz through a pair of double doors into another room of the same size divided into an armory and firing range on one end and a vehicle park on the other. They stopped before another set of white and diagonal red-striped doors. A sign above read: RESTRICTED AREA  VISUAL INSPECTION OF CREDENTIALS REQUIRED  21-FOOT APPROACH ZONE RIGOROUSLY OBSERVED. DEADLY FORCE IS AUTHORIZED. YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR OWN SAFETY AND COMPLIANCE! Two SOC Pyromancers guarding the door inspected Bookbinder’s badge before a rotating yellow light above the door began to spin, and they were ushered through.


    Beyond the doors was another warehouse-sized space, completely dark save for a circle of light illuminating a fat, pale man in a blue hospital gown. Cords snaked from beneath the gown and off into the darkness. A kindly faced, elderly woman stood behind him, her hair in a tidy blond-gray bun. Her arms were around the man’s neck, whispering soothingly into his ear.


    A towering rectangle shimmered into view, unrolling like a window shade. Static light danced across its surface, rippling through the darkness like waves lapping on a shore. Through the portal, Bookbinder could make out a muddy track. Three armored humvees stood astride it, machine guns peeking from the camouflage netting draping their turrets.


    Several soldiers, armed and armored for imminent battle, clustered around him. One of them handed a tactical vest and helmet to Plug, which he donned before accepting a carbine.


    ‘Your protective security detail, sir,’ Seitz said.


    Bookbinder couldn’t take his eyes off the portal. ‘What is this?’


    ‘This,’ Seitz said, ‘is the new
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