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Prologue

The Seer knelt in the Tabernacle to pray. Alone.

He always prayed alone. Even when he labored in the mines, when the Lord first came to him with the Word, he took his nightly prayer alone. For, in prayer, he was never lonely. He was filled with such a togetherness, a companionship, that other people seemed redundant. Alone, he was complete and whole. More whole than when the prisoners in the pit rose up with him. More whole than when he found Hannah in Philadelphia. More whole than when he and Hannah and Thomas charged into battle together in Old Horeb five years ago, outnumbered and seemingly doomed.

The Lord was always with him.

Until a few months ago. The Seer couldn’t recall when it happened exactly. One night he was whole and large and full of the Word. The next, he was small and scared and unable to hear His voice.

He was not abandoned. He still felt the weight of purpose and Faith in him, and he felt his Faith in the Word, but the voice that offered him council and comfort was silent. His prayers, once dynamic conversations with the Lord, were flat echoes in the dark.

Then came the nightmares.

A familiar face screaming fire at him. A child’s laugh melting a toy train. Horrific ghostly images, fears like ice and smoke in his veins. And always his brother, Rafael—who he still thought of as little Raffi—stalking from the deepest shadows, threatening.

When he woke, sometimes, the nightmares vanished like mist evaporating under a noon sun. Sometimes, however, like earlier tonight, the horrors stuck with him real as fate. An execution. A crowd. A doubt.

It was the doubt that woke him, sweating and screaming inhuman sounds.

“Have I failed you, Lord?” he asked, his voice low and heavy within the narrow space of the Tabernacle, deep in the core of the Citadel. “Am I being punished?”

No, came the reply.

The Seer shook with joy and terror at the first time he’d heard the Lord’s voice in so long. The silence had been a test. He had passed.

“I am your faithful servant, Lord. Tell me what it is you need of me.”

The Tabernacle melted around him until all that remained was a soupy nothingness. From this soup grew the world, earth beneath his feet, sky above his head, people surrounding him, the shadow of the Citadel cooling them all beneath a harsh noon sun. This was it, then—the nightmare he’d woken from not even a half hour ago.

The crowd cheered and chanted and pressed forward, yearning to hear and to see, their fervor overwhelming. Their need contagious so as to push the Seer onward to the front until he could see the figure staked to the pyre at the center of the mob. Behind the pyre stood a man in robes, broad and tall and strong, raising a torch high, almost high enough to touch the cloudless sky.

“Burn him!” the crowd screamed.

“When a Judge fails, it is not the Word that fails,” the figure with the torch said, and the Seer knew it was himself he was watching. “When a Judge falters, it is not the Judge who is to blame. The Judge is but a soldier, and a soldier is only as strong as those who lead.”

The crowd howled in carnivorous joy. The Seer in the crowd pushed ever forward until he was at the front, able to look himself in the eye. Able to see the man on the pyre.

“The failure of our Judges to see betrayal in our ranks,” the Seer on the stage continued, “and to stamp out the deceiver, is our own failure as human beings. It is why we fell from grace, and it is why the Lord continues to love us. He loves us when we turn from the light, as has the great General Hannah MacKenzie. He loves us when we embrace the Corrupter, as has High Judge and Field Marshal Thomas Aldrich. The General will pay for her crimes in time. Today, we come together to purge our dear friend Thomas of his.”

The crowd hushed, its silence building like a volcano wanting to erupt.

“Thomas Aldrich,” the Seer on the stage said, “High Judge and Field Marshal of the armies of New Jerusalem, you stand accused of betraying the Word and bringing the false god, the Corruptor, the Adversary, into this hallowed land. How do you plead?”

Aldrich opened his mouth to speak but no words came forth.

“The accused confesses,” the Seer on the stage declared. “Thomas Aldrich, you have committed treason and heresy against the people of New Jerusalem, and against the Lord. Your body shall be purged so your soul may face judgment.”

The crows buzzed with anticipation, ready to explode.

“The Lord hears you,” the Seer on the stage said. “And He approves of your choice. I accept your call to stand as High Judge and champion of the people!”

The crowd went wild. The Seer among them was jostled this way and that, his robes torn from him. Had there been room, he would have lost his footing and been trampled, but there was no space between bodies. It was a dangerous and unclean chaos, one that the people loved with an almost violent passion, surging forward. Then the Seer in the crowd became the Seer on the stage and, as one man, touched the torch to the pyre.

The cries of the doomed man drowned the cacophony of the crowd and flames.  The heat singed the Seer, who felt his tears dry as soon they fell. He wanted to be gone from this scene. He wanted to not see friend burn, but he could not look away. The crowd’s voice, its hunger, rooted him to the spot, unable to turn away as Thomas’s flesh melted away. There was no blood, but gold boiling in his veins. There were no eyes liquefying in his face, but a young girl crying for mercy. There was no hair aflame on his skull, but a serpent, a dragon, rising and splashing the ravenous crowd with sizzling gray matter.

And then the Seer was in the Tabernacle once more. He touched his face and found his cheeks warm and a gray ooze stuck to his forehead. He wiped it off and it disappeared. In his ears rang the cries of his friend. He closed his eyes and in the darkness there, he saw Raffi entering the Citadel, but the Seer was not there to greet him. The smell of wilderness, of forests and mountains, overwhelmed him. He opened his eyes.

“I understand, Lord,” he said. Aldrich would burn, but not yet. There was work to be done first. Thomas and Hannah would play a part. As would Raffi.

He got to his feet and looked around the Tabernacle. It would be a long time until he returned, and there was much to do. He took an old pencil and Bible from its place on one of the wall shelves and let it fall open in his palms. The Book of Exodus, Chapter 26. Of course. His eyes went to the blue, violet, and scarlet curtain hanging on the back wall of the Tabernacle.

“The Veil shall be the divide,” he said from memory, “between the holy place and the Most Holy of Holies.”

He tore out the page and scrawled a note in the margin. He then reinserted the page so that it was sticking out the top, and he placed the book back on the shelf, but left it standing upright atop a flat pile of other texts. Raffi would find it there, but the Judges would not when they came searching. The Lord would make certain. And then Raffi would come, and the brothers would finally be reunited within the mists of Eden.

This was the Lord’s plan, and the Seer had Faith.


Part 1: Scattered

At sunrise on a first of April, there appeared, suddenly as Manco Capac at the lake Titicaca, a man in cream-colors, at the water-side in the city of St. Louis.

—The Confidence Man, by Herman Melville, 1857

We, the people of the Kingdom of New Jerusalem, acting in sovereign and independent character, in order to form a permanent federal government, establish justice, ensure domestic tranquility, and secure the blessings of Liberty and Faith to ourselves and our posterity—invoking the favor and guidance of the Almighty Lord—do ordain and establish this Constitution for the Kingdom of New Jerusalem.

—Constitution of the Kingdom of New Jerusalem, Preamble, 2057


Chapter 1

Sam pulled back from the scope. There was no doubt. The man across the way slicing vegetables in his flat’s tiny kitchen was the target. Slicing and talking to himself. Singing, maybe. Like a normal person. Like someone who’d forgotten how to be vigilant. Someone who’d gotten lazy.

All the better. And the worse. It shouldn’t have taken this long to find a lazy target. She put her eye to the scope. A pile of diced onion sat beside the tomato he was starting to cut. A pot was steaming on a hotplate next to the sink. A coffee mug sat to the target’s right. He took a sip every now and then.

She marked his motions with her breathing, the crosshairs staying center mass. He finished the tomato. Next up, a potato. She counted the cuts. Halfway through was her spot. He’d be in a routine by then. She switched off the safety. There was little wind. The evening sun was below the rooftops. The constant rain was more like a mist. Her angle, one floor above, less than forty meters distant, was ideal. It was an easy shot, even for a normal person.

She could have made it at a thousand yards. Two thousand if the bullet’s grain density were right, even with the claw-like prosthetic on her right arm. It had taken three practice rounds to get used to the thing. A normal person would have had to start their training over. A normal person would have had to think about how to adjust. Not her. She’d allowed herself three practice rounds on the range inside the Citadel. Then it was back into the field for live ops. Thirty-four targets since then. Thirty-four live fires. Thirty-four dead, each from more than a thousand yards. Easy. Natural. Like taking a piss. Give her a weapon, or even a pencil, and she knew immediately how to make it kill.

Her partner told her this was not normal. The doctors who installed the claw told her this was not normal. The Seer told her it a was gift given to her by the Lord, just as he’d told her she was a gift given to him when she brought him the sword five years ago. He’d asked if she would kill for him. She’d said yes. Not because of some god or sense of duty. Because it was the only thing she knew how to do. It was the only way she knew how to live.

Death.

Each time it was like remembering her name.

One hundred and twenty-nine kills across New Jerusalem for the Seer. Traitors. Heretics. Criminals. She heard their crimes but didn’t care. He gave her a name or a location, sometimes less. He sent them, her and her partner—her dark friend—to find and execute. No arrests. No trials. No questions asked.

Except her partner, Compano, had begun asking. Sam had anticipated a degree of dissatisfaction heading overseas for the first time as the Seer’s personal assassins, but Compano was brooding like a…

Teenager?

That sounded right without Sam knowing why. Didn’t matter. The bottom line was Compano was being counterproductive, sulking around because she was so far from her Judges. Which weren’t hers anymore anyway, but that was not a conversation Sam was interested in having.

Kill him, the voice insider her—the voice she called Other—said.

She flinched. Other had been silent since they left New Jerusalem more than a month ago. A long time. At first, Other’s silence was like being outside in a blizzard without a jacket, but she’d become used to it. To her voice being the only one inside her. Which confirmed her choice to come here. Which both thrilled and worried her. Choices had consequences. What if normal was not a choice at all?

She reset her aim. The target was halfway through the potato. She placed the pad of her finger against the trigger. Six weeks to find him, and here he was cutting up a potato. It had never taken more than two weeks to locate a target before.

Did that mean something?

She flexed the claw the doctors had given her, the thing they called a hand, as cool and lifeless as the rifle itself. Like her. A tool. And tool was only good for one thing.

What if I could be more?

The thought was as jarring as Other’s unexpected voice. Worse, she hadn’t protected it. She hadn’t made sure it was in that deep place where Other couldn’t hear her.

Kill! Other cried.

Sam closed her eyes. Banished the doubt. Felt the death. The detonation of the powder in the shell. The release of the round from the barrel. The anticipation for all four-hundredths of a second before impacting the target between the shoulder blades with a satisfying thump she would hear a tenth of a second after that.

She opened her eyes. He’d finished the potato and was now dumping salt and pepper onto a piece of meat. Her mother put too much pepper on steaks, she remembered. Not her mother’s face or even the taste of the steak. Just that there was too much pepper. She pushed her tongue around her dry mouth. Compano’s heavy footfalls approached the bathroom, right on time, clockwork. The door opened. Light from the hall filled the bathroom, making Sam visible to anyone who might cast a glance across the street.

“Shut the door,” she said.

Compano shut off the hall light instead. A rebellion. A refusal to take orders. Or maybe a refusal to believe she wasn’t the one giving the orders. Either way, it was careless, and Compano was rarely careless. Did she suspect?

“We should be coding in,” Compano said, her mechanical voice echoing in the small bathroom. She loomed in the doorway but didn’t try to enter. There was nowhere in the bathroom she wouldn’t be in front of a window, and she always avoided windows. And the outdoors. And people in general. She was support and muscle if it came to a fight. Sam was their eyes. Sam gathered their intel. Sam could hide her machinery, wrist to fingertips, but Compano couldn’t conceal what she was.

“Change in orders,” Sam said.

“I don’t like changes in SOP.”

“Take it up with the Seer when we get back.”

Sam knew she’d made a mistake even before Compano made that angry growling sound she made that sounded more like gears grinding. The mission only worked because Compano wasn’t allowed in the Citadel. She was welcome in New Jerusalem, free to travel its twelve districts that had been named after the Twelve Tribes of Israel, but she was not allowed within sight of the Seer. The order was explicit and unbreakable, though no reason for it had ever been given.

Teasing her with that fact was not going to help Sam’s mission.

We don’t need her, Other said.

“Have you identified the target?” Compano said.

Sam put her eye to the scope once more. The target had come to the kitchen sink, framing his face in the window through which she’d been sighting him. There was no doubt. She was looking at the face of Rafael Ward.

She raised the rifle and folded the tripod. “It’s not him.”

There was a silence. She expected Other to rage. She expected Compano to demand to look for herself. Instead, the silence continued.

Eventually, Compano said, “You’re sure?”

“I know him.”

More silence. Not even the whirring of Compano’s mechanisms. It would only take a step or two into the bathroom for her to see Rafe in the kitchen window. At this range, even without her advanced optics, she’d recognize him instantly.

“Our intel was solid,” Compano said.

“It’s one flat.” Sam stood, blocking the bathroom window.

“You think he’s still here in Edinburgh?”

“I’ll go out after dark.”

“Maybe we should both go,” Compano said.

Sam couldn’t smell fear or rage in her dark friend like she could normal people, but she was certain both were coursing through Compano’s veins and circuits. If she pushed too hard, it would all fall apart.

“Midnight,” Sam said.

Compano remained in the doorway, as if trying to read Sam’s bluff. She couldn’t just go trekking about the city, not even at night. She was the support part of the team, useful for tracking with her optics and integrated Port, but Sam did all the physical work. Basic SOP was a night drop into the target site, set up an op center or stakeout location, and have Compano stay there undercover, indoors, hidden. No other way. One bystander’s look at her and their cover and ability to gather intel or get close to a target was blown. She wouldn’t risk that, not with this target. Sam was counting on it.

Compano looked around her once more. Sam turned. The kitchen light in Rafe’s flat was out. Nothing to see but the false lead she said it was.

“Check with me when you’re prepped,” Compano said.

“Understood.”

Compano moved aside. Sam let her eyes fall on the body in the bathtub. A thirty-something woman with auburn hair, her head hanging at an impossible backwards angle. The flat’s owner. Compano looked, too. A reflex. Sam had been studying human nature, by both observation and reading the occasional text on the subject whenever she found an accessible Port nearby. It applied even to things that were no longer fully human, it appeared. She took her rifle into the living area and placed it on the couch. Compano wouldn’t complain. She never sat on a couch, just like she never lay in a bed. Every place they went, she dragged a chair into a dark corner and sat there, silent but for the whirring of her small movements. If she slept, Sam couldn’t tell.

She went into the flat’s only bedroom and picked up the piece of paper and the pen she’d collected from the kitchen table earlier. She’d been practicing with her deep place. With her left hand. With her eyes closed. She scrawled the note, then pushed it into her pocket and dropped the pen. She waited. Silence outside and in. She waited longer. Finally satisfied, she lay down. About five hours until midnight. Until she knew if her lie would hold. Until she would finally, after five years, get to speak to Rafael Ward.


Chapter 2

“Four hours,” Compano said as Sam opened the door to leave. Their standard check-in interval. An unnecessary reminder.

Sam turned back. Had her bluff been called?

No, Compano was in the chair in the corner. There was no threat in her mechanical tone or her bulky posture. So why the reminder?

Neither was generally talkative. Words were rarely necessary between killers such as them.

Machines such as us.

Or, as Compano had put once, on a particularly gregarious night many ops ago, words weren’t necessary between those who’d died and been reborn as something else. She’d gone on to muse about itching behind her eyes, ghosts in her wiring, and other nonsensical bits that Sam thought were most likely little more than latent memories of who she used to be.

Eventually, Compano had worked her way around to the theory that the two of them were such a good team because of their appearance. What she’d called that night their handicaps. Based on Sam’s rudimentary understanding of psychology, she thought the whole discussion was more about Compano’s acceptance and fear. She also thought that Compano lacked the balance necessary to ever consider reintegrating into society. She was too unstable, too heavy. Too dangerous emotionally. Too chaotic internally.

Additionally, there was the jealousy. The way Compano’s one eye ranged down to Sam’s claw as if it were both the cause and cure for her own robotic appearance. When she did that, as she was doing now, Sam could almost read her thoughts.

You think you’re better than me, Compano seemed to be declaring, because you can hide your hand. Because you can pass for normal unlike me.

Those thoughts would place Sam in her dark friend’s crosshairs one day, she had no doubt. Kill or be killed.

Sam had no intention of being the latter.

“Four hours,” she said, and slipped out the door, down the stairs, and out into the cool night.

The city was alive compared to any in New Jerusalem, which all shut down well before midnight. Freedom in the Seer’s nation didn’t include the freedom to come and go as one pleased. Curfews and checkpoints kept people safe, the Seer said. The Believers believed, she thought, watching people stroll in and out of pubs, lining up at food vendors, singing aloud their drunken merriment. A couple came near the building’s stoop where Sam waited in the gloom beneath an awning. The bright and ripe smells of pizza and kabob followed the couple as they passed. Sam’s stomach grumbled, but she was focused. No time for that sort of hunger.

When the way was clear, she darted across the street, choosing her spots, moving from dark corner to dark alley, avoiding streetlamps and crowds. It was a tall city, layers of old buildings above older buildings, with modern glass-front stores on the top, all of it growing out from a medieval castle in the center. She crossed a bridge, unusually crowded this late in the evening, taking her from the older part of the city to the newer. A straight line was the fastest way to a target, the way she usually took, never afraid to spark a chase, knowing she would catch any prey.

But Rafe—it had taken too long to find him. She couldn’t risk alarming him, setting him off to flee. And then there was Compano. One look out the window at Sam crossing the street and those crosshairs would find her. So, she went the long way around, keeping the castle on her left, circling the city center that was lit up like a celebration, the colors changing every few minutes. Pretty, maybe. The kind of thing that would make people want to live here. The kind of place where she could live one day, if she ever freed herself from Other and her appetite for death.

It took an hour to work her way around the city and back, to come to Rafe’s building from the opposite side of Compano’s. An alley lined with dumpsters pointed right at a steel door. Locked. No matter. Sam conjured the image of a pair of needles, once straight and one bent on the end like…

A dentist pick?

Didn’t matter. She just accepted such references now Ghosts in her wiring, as Compano had said. Useful when correct. Trivial when incorrect.

The two needles she’d imagined separated from the thumb portion of her claw. She removed them with her left hand and set to work on the door lock. Less than a minute later, she replaced the tools, opened the door, and moved inside, taking her time up the stairs, counting the flights, picturing the building’s layout from her surveillance.

Rafe’s flat had been dark when she left, but that didn’t mean he was asleep. She prepared herself for all eventualities. He was a talker, but in this situation, she most expected him to fight or flee. Neither served her purpose. As she crept down the hall outside his apartment, the smell of coffee coming from one of the flats, she considered how to get him to talk. How to get him to listen.

Something was wrong.

It had only been an hour, but Compano felt the op going sideways. It was Sam. From the moment they touched down here in Edinburgh, the capital of the Scottish Federation, she’d been off. Distracted.

Compano tried telling herself it was understandable with their history, but anytime she brought it up, Sam insisted she didn’t remember anything significant from her life before the Sicarii got her. Even if she did remember, though, Compano had history with Rafael, more than Sam, and she was perfectly fine with this hunt-and-kill op.

Confidence, then. Six weeks to find one target would chip away at anyone’s spirit. Make them doubt.

Only, it wasn’t doubt she’d seen flash across Sam’s face when they talked in the bathroom. It was accomplishment.

It was knowing.

Knowing what?

This fucking op. It had surprised her when Sam came back from the Citadel with the target’s name. No intel download this time. No bread crumbs to follow. Just the name.

Rafael Ward.

Why now, after five years? Why here, across an ocean, on an island that didn’t give a shit about what happened in North America, when all their previous ops had been in or near New Jerusalem?

She hated this secondhand chain of command. She should have walked on day one when she and Sam arrived under guard with the sword. Orders from the Seer himself, the soldiers said: the girl only would be allowed in, not the cyborg.

No explanation. No appeal. No exceptions, not once in five years. Not when she proposed her enforcement program, the foundation for what became the Judges. Not when the program was approved, and Compano was given complete autonomy to choose and train the first class of recruits. Not even when the successful candidates graduated and first put on their armor.

That was the day Field Marshal Aldrich appeared at her quarters in the training facility across the city from the Citadel and told her she’d been reassigned. The Judges were his now. High Judge Aldrich. Approved by the Seer and his god.

It had been all kill ops with Sam since, each set of orders delivered from the Seer to Sam personally, and then relayed back to Compano somewhere, anywhere, that wasn’t the Citadel.

One day, Compano thought. Aldrich. The Seer. They’ll both have to answer for locking me out. One day.

What about Sam? Was she part of it? Was that why she seemed different on this op? Was it something special for her and the Seer?

Or has she finally been left out of the loop, too?

Full circle, now. What was the Seer playing at?

Always back to that question, hunkered within her mechanical skull like a troll beneath a bridge, right next to that itching she sometimes got behind her eyes.

Get back on point.

Yes, the point. The op. The target. With Rafael, careful was never careful enough.

She worked her way out of the chair, the floorboards protesting her weight. Moving slow, cautious, to prevent the noise waking the downstairs neighbors, she squeezed into the small bathroom, not too close to the window. The corpse in the bathtub was beginning to smell. By late morning, it might be strong enough for someone to notice. For now, Compano rerouted her attention from her olfactory sensors to her optics. The guy across the way was awake, her infrared vision told her. Not necessarily out of the ordinary. Some people didn’t sleep well. Some read late at night in bed, as this guy appeared to be doing. She tried matching his facial capillaries to her memory files, like she should have done earlier, but she’d let Sam convince her to wait for visual confirmation.

The scan came back inconclusive. Too great distance between the buildings, plus the stone exterior of each, made it difficult to do more than confirm there were people alive over there. Compano shook her head in frustration, her neck servos whining. Normally, she didn’t hear the sound anymore. She imagined it was like the sound of breathing for a normal person. There but not. Late at night, however, in a stranger’s home, every sound she made was amplified.

I’m like a child afraid of the dark.

A memory tried to surface. She beat it down. The person who had lived that life, the little girl who grew up on that farm, was dead.

She made her way back to the chair and folded into it. There were almost three hours till check-in. Plenty of time for Sam to do her recon. She was a good operative. A good assassin. Whatever was distracting her, she would do her job. She would find Rafael’s trail.

As she had on the flight over here, Compano imagined seeing him again. Would he try to kill her? More likely he would ask questions. Always a talker, that one, even when she first recruited him. But, like her and Sam, the man she’d first recruited was long gone. Not dead, exactly, but not the same. He owed her and Sam nothing. More important, they owed him nothing.

Her thoughts drifted to the guy across the way, reading, probably trying to make his eyelids heavy. To fall asleep soon so he could go to work in the morning.

If only she had eyelids.

If only she slept.


Chapter 3

Ward knew he was dreaming. Or rather, remembering. He’d gone years without dreams, and then four or five weeks ago he began waking every night under the weight of another memory. His mother, father, brother. MacKenzie. Rivka. Sam. Scenes from childhood his consciousness would never recall while awake. Atrocities he’d caused or his friends had suffered. Some good, the kind he wanted to wrap himself in forever. Some bad, the kind he would rather die than relive.

Always, he would wake and wonder why. Why this memory? Why tonight?

Why tonight? as dream-Daniel charged out the door before six-year-old Raffi could tie his shoes. Down the walkway. Past the garage where their father was finally putting up drywall over the dirty cinderblocks. Raffi’s brother was only two years older, but at that age two years was the difference between playing tag on the playground and being an Olympic sprinter. If Raffi didn’t get his shoes tied quickly, he’d never catch up.

Raffi’s mother placed a hand on her son’s shoulder.

“Can I help, baby?” she asked.

“He’s going to get there first,” Raffi whined.

“It’s not a race.”

But between brothers, everything was a race. A contest. A competition for momentary bragging rights that Raffi seldom got to bask in.

His mother knelt before him and wrapped her fingers around his. In her hands, his fingers that had seemed so large and awkward seconds ago now seemed so tiny and fragile.

“And pull through the bunny hole,” Mom directed as she guided Raffi’s hands. “There, all done.”

Raffi was three steps to the door before she got another word out.

“Hey.”

Raffi stopped. Turned. He knew that face. He moped back to her. “Sorry, Mom.”

“And?”

“Thank you.”

“For?”

“Thank you for helping me tie my shoes. Love you.” A child’s reflex, those last two words, but he knew when that reflex hit Mom in the spot she called the feels.

She hugged him tight. “Be careful,” she said. Another reflex. Their routine. She had more to say. “I mean it, Raffi.”

“It’s just Freedom,” he said of the neighborhood game that was part Capture the Flag and part gang-up-on-the-weakest-team for wedgies and noogies. All the more reason Raffi didn’t want to be too far behind Daniel. He didn’t want to be chosen last or, worse, be chosen by the other team. Daniel’s team always won, and his wedgies were the most painful.

“Look out for yourself, and for your brother.”

“Mom,” Raffi said, extending the word to two syllables. “He’s eight.” Meaning Daniel was bigger and stronger and didn’t need looking after. In fact, he was bigger and stronger than most of the ten-year-olds and even a couple of the twelve-year-olds.

“Yes, he is.”

“He doesn’t need protection.”

“Everyone needs protection from temptation and from themselves.”

Raffi didn’t understand. He tried to go play, but his mother held him in place with her eyes.

“How do you know right from wrong, Raffi?”

“You tell me,” he said, snarky. Impatient.

His mother didn’t react. She waited.

“I don’t know,” Raffi said. “I just know. Like a…”

“Like a voice?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Yours is a special voice, Raffi. You’ve got a big brain with lots of smarts, but that voice, your conscience, is your best tool. It’s better, stronger, than in most people, I think. Listen to it. Listen to it for Daniel.”

“Doesn’t he have a conk-shuss?”

“Not like you, sweetie,” Mom said. “Not like you.”

Raffi wasn’t entirely sure what she meant, but he understood that she was telling him he was special. That was enough. He felt bigger. Stronger. Wiser.

“Can I go play now?”

“Yes, go play,” Mom said. “Go…”

“Go, go, go!” Zee screamed from somewhere outside. Another memory. Another part of the dream, this one of waking up in a tent five years ago, artillery exploding all around.

Impossible! Ward’s sluggish mind declared. Zee had said they’d be safe out here, on this promontory, near the smuggler’s birthplace. The safest place to wait for an exfiltration to northern Europe for them and the children.

The children!

Ward reached for the bassinets. They were gone. He scrambled to his knees, fumbling for his weapons. The explosions were close. Gunfire erupted even closer.

“Zee!”

“I’ve got them,” his friend shouted. “But I can’t make the river.”

“Give me the girl!” Ward charged from the tent. A line of bodies traced a path toward the smuggler’s voice.

“I can reach the truck.”

“Give me the girl!” Ward said again.

“No time.”

A Sicarii incinerator entered the camp to Ward’s right, spraying his flamethrower toward Zee’s remaining soldiers. In a matter of seconds, there’d be no reaching Zee or the children.

“Stick to the plan,” Zee shouted.

But the plan was for each of them to take one of the babies. The plan was to reunite the kids with their families—for Zee to bring the Nephilim neonate to its people, and for Ward to take the baby girl to its mother, wherever she may be. The plan was not to be separated yet.

The plan had a failsafe, of course. If separated, meet in a year at a designated location they’d agreed upon. The backup plan was to meet in three years. The longshot plan was five years.

Five damn years.

Ward screamed his frustration and turned his gun on the incinerator. One shot. Two. Three. The fourth hit home. The incinerator’s tank blew.

Ward woke to the shockwave of the remembered explosion, sweating, one fist gripped so tight it hurt to open his fingers. He looked this way and that, at first unconvinced he’d escaped the memory, but he was at home, in his bed, in his flat, alone.

Always alone.

His throat was dry. He went to the bathroom and got some water.

“Two of them,” he said to his reflection in the mirror of the dream-memories. His eyes stared back, dark underneath. It had been a long time since he got a full night’s sleep.

He returned to his room but didn’t bother trying for more sleep. Instead, he switched on his bedside lamp and gathered the couple books and the paper map of Edinburgh that were piled on the floor beside the bed. Might as well put the time to use and get back to work on his—or private investigator Edwin Gosney’s—latest case.

The Gosney identity and PI background had been set up for him by the conservateurs after Zee failed to make the three-year rendezvous, after previously failing to make the one-year rendezvous following their separation in Tunisia. It was a solid identity, affording Ward unfettered travel throughout the Scottish Federation, with guaranteed visa approval for trips to Europe. It allowed him to pay taxes and take out library books. It allowed him to establish a reputation as the city’s preeminent PI for dodgy clients with questionable goals, like Mrs. Whiston of Bingham. Convinced her husband was “sinkin the link” with a twenty-something barista, she’d hired Ward to find proof of Mr. Whiston’s infidelity.

He put on his reading glasses—a necessary accessory since he turned forty—and picked up the map. The route Mrs. Whiston’s wayward husband should have taken to work put him three blocks west of the barista’s café, yet he never left home early or arrived at work late. Same for his trek home, always on time. So, when and where Mr. Whiston rendezvous with the alleged coffee slinger?

“Come on, Rafe,” he said. “You’re smarter than this.”

The whole reason the conservatuers chose this profession and identity for him was his knack for finding what was lost and solving puzzles. He’d demonstrated that knack well in his time as a PI, but he couldn’t see the secret in this husband’s life. Or maybe it was the wife who was lying?

Damn dreams, he thought. Damn insomnia.

It felt good to blame something, even if he knew they were just excuses. The real problem was distraction. He’d made a choice, and it was the wrong one. He shouldn’t be working this case. He shouldn’t have been here last week to even meet Mrs. Whiston. He should have been in Albania for the five-year rendezvous, but after Zee’s no-shows at the previous two, he’d been afraid to go. Afraid of a third no-show. Afraid of standing out in the open at the designated location for hour upon hour. Afraid that the fear and disappointment and depression of returning alone might be the final straw to put him back in the bottle. Or worse.

So, he’d stayed and taken the Whiston case and sent a comm to the conservateurs, his first since he arrived in Edinburgh, to keep an eye on the rendezvous location. They did that and more, reporting back two days ago that all lines of communication with Zee’s network were down. There had been no chatter in five years. And now, because he couldn’t concentrate, Ward was on the verge of blowing the case. Of having to actually live up to his money-back guarantee for the first time, which would make paying his rent difficult next month. Which made him want to blame Zee.

Blame his last friend in the world, who was probably dead. As were the children.

“I’m a fucking shit,” he said, shoving the books aside.

He needed to focus on his own life. Commit to it. Maybe not with the same romantic results of Philip Marlowe or Terry Mack, but it was the only life, the only choice, he had.

He got out of bed once more, intending to get a glass of juice from the kitchen and maybe make a snack. A sliced apple, perhaps. Not the gimlet of Marlowe’s liking, but there came a time real people had to start eating salads and taking antacids if they wanted to see the age when they would need to use a cane or blend their food.

As he reached the bedroom door, a sound from the hallway outside the notoriously thin-walled flat made him freeze, then chide himself for being so jumpy. The pub at the corner meant the neighbors came and went at all hours. He should be used to—

Another sound, this one setting off an alarm in his head. An old instinct. He hustled into the living room, around the couch and to the front door, approaching from the side so he wouldn’t cast a shadow, taking a moment as he did so to congratulate himself on being so cautious.

Still got it, he thought as he put his ear to the door. Was that breathing he heard? He pressed harder, the door cold on his face.

“There’s no one out there.”

Ward spun, his heart hammering away. He was unarmed, barefoot, and shirtless, and someone was standing beside his couch.

Whatever it was, he most certainly did not still have it.

I’m going to die.

That thought was followed by: It’s about time.

He always knew someone would come for him.

He backed loudly against the door, seeking a weapon in the dark, barely furnished flat. No way to the kitchen without putting himself within arm’s reach of the intruder. Nothing in the living room save a lamp, his boots on the other side of the door, and a plate of cold chips on the small table in front of the couch.

“What do you want?” he asked, edging off the door toward his boots, thinking if he could move fast enough, he might be able to throw one at the intruder and make a dash out the door.

“To talk.” A woman’s voice. He’d been so surprised, he hadn’t noticed at first.

“Why?”

“Because it’s time.”

Ward stopped, his back half against the door, half against the wall, his boots almost within reach. He squinted into the shadows beside the couch.

“Who are you?”

“You said once we were friends.”

Recognition. “Sam?”


Chapter 4

He never thought it would be her. Compano maybe. Or MacKenzie even. More likely a Sicarii assassin, or an REC Agent, or maybe one of those New Jerusalem Judges he’d heard about.

Then again, why not her? She wasn’t the Sam he knew. She’d thrown in with Compano, no different than Rivka and the Sicarii, stealing Hannibal’s sword and leaving him and Zee for dead among the Nephilim. And the way she killed, using the cuff on her hand like a murderous piston—so calm, so bloody, so remorseless—memories of it populated his nightmares.

Yes, why not her, waiting in the dark to end his pointless life of shitty puzzles and delinquent client payments? She moved. He braced for what was coming, knowing that throwing a shoe wasn’t going to distract her, but she merely turned on the lamp and stood there, giving him a good long look.

She could have been a different person entirely from the teen he’d met in Arizona, from the young woman who’d awakened without her hand and her memory. She could have been a distant cousin of the Sam he remembered, older and yet somehow younger at the same time. Defensive and open at the same time, almost as if she were pleading something with her eyes. A scar on her chin he didn’t remember. A sort of claw attached to the cuff on her right arm, the thing both awkward and murderously appropriate.

“I’m not here to kill you,” she said.

He knew better than to believe a killer. “Why are you here?”

“I told you, to talk.”

As if he had information on anything other than Mrs. Whiston’s husband.

The baby.

He fought to keep his poker face. Whatever she wanted to talk about was the only thing keeping him alive. She hadn’t known about the baby the last time they’d spoken, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know now. He had to drag out the conversation. Keep her talking. Keep himself alive until…

Until what? Who’s going to come save me?

He imagined MacKenzie breaking in through the window to rescue him and almost laughed out loud.

“You find me amusing?” Sam said, eyeing him up and down.

Ward crossed his hands over his chest, suddenly self-conscious of his middle-aged belly.

“What did you do with the sword after you stole it from me?” he asked, wanting to keep her talking, knowing the longer he could steer the topic around what she wanted, the longer she would have to refrain from killing him. The sword would serve nicely. He’d not heard a thing about it since she and Compano took it. No sudden appearance of the Garden of Eden had found its way onto the news feeds.

“I took it from a corpse,” Sam said of the sword, “not from you.”

He waved her claim away. “As a thief would say.”

“We gave it to the Seer.”

The Seer. Not Daniel Ward. Not your brother. A secret still kept. Still worth keeping, Ward figured. But it hurt to be reminded of the distance between him and his brother. He could have gone to Daniel for help instead of the conservateurs. He could have tried, but he’d feared Rivka’s assertion that the Seer’s armies were under Ba’el’s sway. That it was MacKenzie herself who’d been corrupted. The truth, however, was he didn’t believe that for a moment, not of MacKenzie. He would sooner accept the world was flat than she had turned from her god.

It was the sword that prevented him from reaching out to his brother. Zee’s people had heard a rumor that Compano and Sam had taken it to the Seer during the founding of New Jerusalem. His faith in MacKenzie was unbending, yet his faith in his own brother was like trying to hold the rain in his hand. And he hated himself for it.

“Why the Seer?” he asked.

“I’m not here to talk about the sword.”

Disappointment and relief. “What then?”

A look of uncertainty crossed her face, leaving Ward wanting, irrationally, to go to her, to hug her. Then the look was gone, and the impassive face was back, giving him the urge to shake her into remembering who she was. To punch her in the throat and go for the pistol under his bed and end the parody she’d become.

Still she didn’t speak.

Eventually, Ward said, “Do you want something to drink? Coffee, or tea?”

Did her eyebrow twitch?

“Nothing from the kitchen,” she said.

Ward looked that way. A reflex. The cracked Formica countertops. The skinny refrigerator. The stained hotplate. The dirty window over the dirty sink.

“Someone’s watching, aren’t they, from across the street?”

“We don’t have much time,” she said, flatlined, like reading a script.

“Then tell me why you’re here.”

“We gave the sword to the Seer.”

Why back to Daniel? “Then what, did you—did you kill him?”

“I kill for him,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

“My job. He tells me who to kill, and I kill them.”

“You’re an assassin?” Ward wanted to deny her assertion. His brother wouldn’t employ such tactics. He was a good kid. He was a Believer. He was…

A revolutionary and a leader. He has spies and soldiers and, certainly, assassins.

“He still has it,” she said.

“What?”

“The sword. You seem concerned about it. He still has it, in the Tabernacle, inside the Citadel.”

“Why are you here?”

“I told you. To talk.”

“He sends you to kill.”

“Yes.”

“But you’re here to talk.”

“Yes.”

“He doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”

“No.”

“Neither does your partner watching my kitchen.”

“No.”

“You’re breaking orders.”

“Can we sit on the couch?”

Ward realized he was still pressed hard against the door. “Why?”

“To talk.”

“You keep saying that. Talk about what?”

She turned her head as if seeking an advantage or an escape. Or maybe an answer. Like she was thinking deeply. Or listening to a voice in her mind, the way he used to listen to his sentinel before learning it wasn’t his own conscience after all, but rather the subtle influence of the ancient god, Ba’el.

Zee had said Sam was carrying the consciousness of Ker inside her, like a possession, or a trespasser in her mind. He’d said they could exorcise Ker from her with a ritual and the sword, but Sam had declined to try.

Because she likes what she is, he thought.

“You’re not really her, are you?” he said.

Her eyes widened a brief moment, but in that moment she was all Sam. The teenager. The girl Ward rescued in Arizona. The girl who rescued him. A friend he could count on. A friend he should tell about her daughter.

“No,” Sam said.

Ward couldn’t bring himself to give up that easy. “But you remember some things, from before, don’t you?”

“Pieces. Like a story from a long time ago. A story, not my life.”

“The river,” he said, thinking this was what she wanted to discuss. “There was a man who wanted to kill me. He wanted to use the power of the River Lethe to vacate my identity, or maybe my soul, from my body and let another take its place. You went into the water, though, not me. You went under, and when you came up, you killed him.”

“The man who wanted to kill you?”

“The man who kidnapped you and cut off your hand.”

“What was his name?”

“He was called Ker.”

She looked to the side, listening again. Then she squeezed her eyes shut, her mouth moving like she was chewing on the name.

“He’s talking to you now, isn’t he?” Ward said.

“No,” she said.

“He’s not?” Then he realized she wasn’t talking to him. He waited.

“He didn’t want me to know his true name,” Sam finally said. “Ker, for Kerberos. To me, he is called Other.”

Confirmation of the impossible. Ward didn’t bother doubting. He’d stopped disbelieving five years ago, after he killed Rivka. Accepting was good enough. He didn’t need to believe.

Does it matter, Rafael, if you believe it to be real? He heard Simon say in that old memory. Or does it only matter if those who will kill you believe it to be so?

“You remember her too much,” Sam said.

Ward thought of the baby girl, Sam’s unnamed daughter, lost five years ago when he and Zee were separated. He wondered what she would be like now, a five-year-old. He imagined her playing with toys, maybe putting together puzzles. He found himself formulating a prayer—yes, a prayer, to anyone or anything that would listen—that she was still alive.

“I don’t want her memories,” Sam said.

Not the baby, after all. She was talking of the other Sam. The one she’d replaced when she drank from the River Lethe.

“They’re your memories,” Ward said.

“Not anymore.”

He no longer wanted her here. No longer wanted to have this roundabout conversation of nothing. “What do you want?” he demanded.

She said, “Other wants me to kill you.”

“Do you want to kill me?”

“I want you to sit on the couch with me and talk.”

When he didn’t move, she sat, her back stiff, her posture perfect. It felt like a trick. A setup. Why? She didn’t need subterfuge to kill him. She could smash his skull with that claw and walk off. No one would know a thing until his corpse began to stink.

“I’m going to put a shirt on,” he said, thinking of the pistol in the bedroom.

“Sit.”

He saw no other choice. He slid onto the couch beside her, arms still crossed. She didn’t speak. They sat in silence a minute, maybe more.

Then she said, “I need to use the bathroom.”

“Down the hall, on the left.”

She went without a word, leaving Ward to try to make sense of the strange encounter. Why sit and say nothing? Why get up and leave him free to run or get a weapon? Whatever the answer, he couldn’t just stay here. He put his hands
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