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INTRODUCTION

 

Writing a long series is filled with many strange turns. I have loved writing the Nathan K series (and look forward to writing much more of it in the future),  and what really makes it exciting for me is that I never quite know where Nathan is going to take me. The three books in this collection are a perfect example.

 

At the end of Yukon Massacre (Nathan K #4), I expected Nathan to wage all-out war upon Larkin and, eventually, Russo. I should have known better. Nathan detoured me with A Spy for Eternity, taking his adventures across the Atlantic, into the UK, and beyond. He picked up a new companion whose own experiences have altered the path of vengeance he had been following. Rather than fight against these turns, I know now to grab on and follow the ride where it leads me.

 

Ultimately, what this really means is that as I’ve written the series, I’ve learned more and more about Nathan’s abilities. Alongside him, most of the time, I’m discovering what it really means to be an Immortal and how that alters the urgency of matters in his life. I’ve learned how important Robin is to Nathan’s sanity, to grounding him in some sense of reality and purpose. And I’ve learned that not all the things we mortals consider important are actually important at all.

 

In this collection, Nathan learns those things, too. Funny how the author and the main character learn the same things along the way. But we aren’t the only ones. Robin goes upon her own growth throughout the series. Always being Nathan rock, she also will discover more about her world and how she fits into it.

 

Sadly, I’ve come to realize that I am not an Immortal, and thus, I will only be able to write the Nathan K novels as long as I live — presuming you readers keep enjoying them, of course. Many of his adventures will never get told. Many more will come to pass but not in the time frame you or I expect. Companions will come and go, villains will rise and fall, and Nathan will endure. I will continue to do my best at getting Nathan to remember that he once was completely human and that his very real and very human readers don’t have all of eternity to find out how he deals with his current problems.

 

But Nathan is hardheaded. And a much better shot than I’ll ever be. Truth is -- none of this up to you or me. It’s Nathan’s story.

 

We’re just along for the ride.

 

— November 2020

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

A SPY FOR ETERNITY

 

 

 


 

CHAPTER ONE

Nathan K buttoned his shirt as he checked his appearance in the cracked mirror mounted on the motel room door. New York City’s afternoon traffic rumbled by his window. As the sun lowered behind the city’s towering teeth, Nathan wrestled with a crucial, fundamental decision. On the bed, he had placed a shoulder holster and a belt holster. He chose the belt holster.

“Are we going to discuss this?” Robin said in his ear.

Nathan adjusted the earpiece she had given him the night before he left Los Angeles. “I don’t see the point. We each have our skills and those skills dictate where we are and what we do.” He threaded the holster through his belt so that it rested against his back. “I know how to work in the field, so I’m here. You know how to work a computer, so there’s no need for you to be in harm’s way. You stay in California.”

It was a simple argument, and though true, it avoided the further truth — that Nathan had the ability to hold two souls. Should he die, his second soul would leave his body, but his master soul would remain. As long as he regained a second soul, he was essentially immortal. While Robin knew how to hack her way in and out of every place a computer could go, she knew nothing of Nathan’s ability.

He intended to keep it that way.

Robin said, “All I mean is that if I were there with you, this whole operation would go much easier.” The soulful-yet-twangy voice of Chris Stapleton played in the background, and the idea of Robin listening to country music nearly derailed Nathan’s thoughts. She went on, “Trying to watch over you from across the country is silly. It’s possible, of course, I’m not denying that, but why are we wasting the time and resources when I could simply be there? You know, a conversation is much easier to have if I’m in the room with you.”

“It’s not a good idea.”

“I know what this is really about. After what happened in Colombia, you now want to get all protective about me. It’s sweet and insulting. I was there with you. I faced the violence, too. For crying out loud, I ran through the middle of a drug war with you.”

“Actually, I carried you through that battle.”

“Because I took a bullet. I think I’ve proved over and over that you can trust me and that I will not have a meltdown dealing with the kinds of things our work brings us. You don’t have to nanny me.”

Nathan put on his jacket. “No point in arguing about this. I’m here and you’re not. Let’s focus on our current job. We can deal with your desire to get shot at again another time.”

From the chipped bedside table, Nathan grabbed his beloved handgun, Maggie. The 10mm Wilson Combat Classic had served him well, and he thought of it as an extension of his arm. He imagined a samurai warrior felt the same about his katana.

Securing Maggie in the belt holster, Nathan let his shirt cover it as he walked out of the rundown motel room. Outside, the evening air retained the heat of the summer day. It reminded him too much of South America.

He appreciated Robin’s enthusiasm but had come too close to losing her. Of course, she would die eventually, but if Nathan had any say in the matter, she would die with stringy gray hair, loose folds of skin, bony fingers, and the cracking voice of a woman over a hundred years old.

Through the earpiece, he could hear Robin typing away at the keyboard. He hailed a cab and checked the time — 6:30 pm. Giving the driver an address in Queens, Nathan sat back and watched the city roll by.

“Have you found anything more on Robert Pittman?” he asked.

“You haven’t given me much to go on.”

“That’s never stopped you before.”

Robin snickered. “I’d say the most interesting thing I found is how little there is to find. You sure you want to be meeting this guy? He has clearly gone to great lengths to keep his private life private. Costs a lot of money, too.”

“Don’t have a choice.”

“You’re the one who’s told me that we always have a choice.”

Lowering his voice so that the cabbie could not overhear, Nathan said, “I thought after I destroyed Larkin’s private island that I’d be done with him. At least, for a while. But then I got contacted by Pittman. He claims to have been one of the people who worked on that island.”

“And he suddenly wants to become an informant? Sounds fishy to me.”

“Why do you think I want you looking into him? The guy reaches me with an email and some unsubstantiated claims. But he knows about Larkin — even just knowing the name means he knows something. The odd thing is that the fact that you can’t find much of anything suggests he might be telling the truth. The Larkin Group is excellent at hiding themselves. Still, I’d like to have at least a picture of the guy.”

“Hold on,” Robin said, followed by a series of mouse clicks. “That other name you had me look into — Carlo Silver — he’s also a bit of a ghost. Are you telling me that two guys approached you out of nowhere and both claim to be whistleblowers on the Larkin Group?”

“I don’t like it, either. But I can’t afford to turn away from the possibility that they are legitimately ratting on Larkin.”

“All the more reason that I should be there with you.”

“All the more reason you shouldn’t. I need you right where you are. I have no doubt you’re tracking my movements while still searching for any and all information you can find on Pittman and Silver. You’re like a guardian angel.”

“I don’t recall ever seeing guardian angels portrayed as black lesbians.”

“Then you can be the first.”

“I’m honored.”

Twenty minutes later, the cab dropped Nathan off on 88th Street — not too far south of LaGuardia Airport. It was a quiet neighborhood by New York standards, and a quick scan of those walking about suggested a large Korean population. Nathan proceeded down the block, crossed the street, and stopped at a four story walk-up.

The old building, probably built in the 1920s, had a granite lobby with hallways off to the left and right. The main stairwell began a few feet ahead. To his right, Nathan saw a bank of mailboxes and a harsh-faced, lanky man sitting on a wooden stool.

The man lifted his head from his phone. He wore an ill-fitting suit, and as he stood, many of its wrinkles remained. “Yous here to see Pittman?”

Nathan put out his arms and allowed the man to frisk him. Once he finished, the man opened the mailbox on the far left of the bank. He put out his hand.

With a nod, Nathan handed over Maggie. He had to admit that he liked the move — the man never let on how much information he pulled from the frisking, so it was up to Nathan to decide how many weapons to admit holding. Under other circumstances, he might have considered trying to keep the knife hidden in his belt; however, he needed Pittman to feel in control. After giving the man the knife, Nathan turned toward the stairs.

“Not yet,” the man said. “Phone, too.”

Nathan’s ear buzzed. “Don’t do it,” Robin said. “If I can’t talk to you, I can’t warn you.”

The man snapped his fingers. “Don’t be a hardass.”

Nathan surrendered his phone and earpiece. The man placed these items with the weapons in the mailbox. With a casual gesture, he indicated that Nathan was free to use the stairs.

As Nathan started his climb, he wondered why they would allow him to be alone, unescorted. He soon learned the answer. On every landing and on every floor, armed guards stood. If Nathan wanted to go anywhere he was not supposed to be, there were plenty of men positioned to stop him.

When he reached the fourth floor, the guard stationed there frisked him one more time. Then Nathan was escorted down the hall to the door on the end. The guard opened the door and motioned with a nod for Nathan to enter.

Nathan walked into a large apartment appointed with rich, wooden furniture and enough flora to start a greenhouse. An arched window encompassed one wall while an oversized desk dominated the opposite wall. The gentle song of two parakeets floated from a cage nestled between two wide-leaf plants.

Nothing about this seemed right. The security made more sense if Nathan visited a Mafia don, and the extravagant décor spoke of old money. None of it appropriate for a clandestine meeting. Especially for a man about to rat out the Larkin Group — a wealthy, powerful organization run entirely by Immortals.

As he waited, Nathan took note of several items he could use as weapons — three framed photographs with sharp edges, a letter opener on the desk, a brass lamp next to a high-backed reading chair. Only one exit, not counting the window, and only one guard at the top of the stairs. Of course, should there be trouble, plenty of the guards on the lower floors would arrive rapidly.

He waited another five minutes before the door opened and Robert Pittman entered. Pudgy, no neck, tight buzz cut — Pittman weaved his way around the furniture, afraid to touch anything. He wore baggy jeans and a checkered shirt, frayed at the bottom.

“You’re him?” Pittman asked, echoing the exact thought in Nathan’s head.

“You better start explaining this because there is no way this place belongs to you.”

Pittman licked his lips. “Look, I don’t want any trouble. I don’t want any of this. Only reason I’m here is because Mr. Silver asked me to. And I owe that man.”

“This place belongs to Carlo Silver?”

“Probably. That guy has more money than anybody I’ve ever known.”

The door leading out had been left open. Nathan could see the guard at the far end of the hall. “I take it the mini-army in the stairwell is Silver’s, too.”

“Oh, yeah. I couldn’t even afford one of those guys.”

Moving in closer to Pittman, Nathan lowered his voice. “You should assume that we’re being recorded. Speak soft. Tell me what you have on Larkin.”

Pittman turned his head, his body following the motion, and his eyes jumped from one point to another. “All I know is where the restaurants are. Mr. Silver told me you’d be willing to pay for that kind of information.”

“Restaurants?”

“Yeah, the restaurants. Where I worked. After the island was attacked, Mr. Silver grabbed me and a few others and we took his private boat out of there.”

“You’re saying there were restaurants on that island and you worked there.”

“People gotta eat. And I’m a pretty good cook.”

“And Mr. Silver — was he the restaurant manager?”

“What kind of restaurant manager has a private boat? Mr. Silver owned the place. And he owns all of the other ones, too. That’s what I’m supposed to tell you about. The guy paying Mr. Silver, this Larkin guy, well he’s got more than just one island. He’s got places all over the world, and they need restaurants, fire departments, schools, all sorts of stuff to make them run.”

“And for the right price, you and Mr. Silver are going to give me those locations, right?”

Pittman nodded.

“This is about money for you.”

“I got a family. So, yeah, it’s about the money. Plus, I wouldn’t be alive if Mr. Silver hadn’t given me a spot on his boat. What’s it matter, anyway? You want this information and I’m willing to sell it to you. Who cares why I’m willing to do it?”

“Sometimes that’s important.”

“Look, man, I don’t give a rat’s ass about anything going on with you, Mr. Silver, or Larkin, or any of it. All I do is cook food and try to take care of my family. That’s it.” Pittman lowered onto the couch, keeping to the edge so that his feet did not dangle. “Now I was told that you wanted to pay for this and that’s why I’m here. Am I wrong?”

Nathan weighed the possibility that Pittman had more confidence than bluster. Perhaps he had underestimated the man’s greed or perhaps Pittman’s financial situation pressured him to see this deal through. Before they could negotiate a price, Nathan needed to know where this man was coming from. The actual money meant nothing — between immortality and Robin’s hacking skills, Nathan did not have to worry about money. But the quality of the information purchased would be reflected in the price and the difficulty with which Nathan acquired it. So far, this seemed too simple. Overly paranoid, but simple.

Squirming on the couch, Pittman said, “I ain’t going to sit here and waste my time. How much are you going to —”

A soft clink of glass breaking. A half-spoken word lost in the man’s throat. A dark dot on the man’s temple.

The stunned expression on Pittman’s face did not alter as he slumped to the side. Air sighed out of the cushions and his lungs. Blood dribbled from the hole in his head as the gray smoke of his soul drifted from his eyes.

Nathan snapped his head around to see the small bullet hole in the large window. One well-placed sniper shot. He peered out at the rooftops across the street. That’s when he saw rapid flashes and the window shattered under a hail of bullets.

 

 


 

CHAPTER TWO

Nathan flattened onto the floor, his face inches from Pittman’s dead feet. Glass sprayed across the room, cutting the backs of Nathan’s hands as it created a gentle trickle of notes in the air. The hallway guard rushed in only to meet four bullets in his chest.

Part of Nathan wished he still had Maggie even as he realized the shooter would be well out of range. But anybody hired to kill Robert Pittman had to be connected to Larkin. That left Nathan with a clear choice — he had to catch that shooter.

The instant the bullets stopped, Nathan rolled to his feet and sprinted for the door. He crouched low enough to grab the guard’s weapon — a 9mm Glock 43, a standard amongst law enforcement. As he rushed toward the stairs, the other guards clambered up. Nathan opened fire.

He aimed above their heads, and as they instinctively ducked, Nathan jumped into the air. He planted a firm sidekick on the nearest guard, sending the man tumbling back down the stairs. Like a bowling ball, the guard clobbered through several men, leaving them in disarray on the stairwell.

Nathan leapt down the stairs, not worrying if his feet landed on wood or flesh. A few surprise grunts followed as he hurtled over the railing onto the stairs below. Nearing the first floor, he raised the Glock to his chest — tight and ready for the last stairwell guard.

With a rapid motion, he peeked over the railing at the first floor landing. No guard. He quickly counted in his head the men he had jumped and added one for the dead guard on the fourth floor — there should still be one left. Nathan did not like the idea of bursting into the lobby blind, but the more time he took to get to the street, the more time the shooter had to escape.

Two gunshots cracked from above. Bullets chipped the old plaster wall behind Nathan. Crouching as low as possible, he spotted one guard hustling down towards him. Nathan paused long enough to aim. He shot the guard through the kneecap.

The man cried out and fell forward. Nathan had the brief scare that the guard might crack his head on the stairs or in some other way die from the fall. Thankfully, he ended up at Nathan’s feet, dazed and moaning. Not that Nathan cared for the well-being of a man trying to kill him. Rather, Nathan needed the man for a little help. With a swift motion, he pinned the man’s arm behind his back and applied pressure to force the man’s movements like a one-armed puppet.

Using the guard as a shield, Nathan stepped onto the first floor landing. Gunfire erupted and the guard’s body spasmed with each hit. He had only a second or two before the guard became dead weight. He reached around the man’s waist and fired at the guard who had frisked him in the beginning. One shot. Headshot. Lucky.

Nathan let the dead body fall and blitzed forward. He patted down the first floor guard, found the key to the mailbox, and retrieved Maggie. He pocketed his phone and put in his earpiece.

Tapping the phone on, he holstered Maggie and stepped out onto the New York City sidewalk. “Robin? You there?”

“You doubt me? I’ve been sitting here waiting and watching as much as possible. I’ve got eyes on your shooter.”

“How did you —”

“Sugar, you really think I would let you go into a possible ambush without taking every precaution I could think of? I have two drones in the air. When that idiot opened fire, I was able to follow her.”

“Her?”

“Not Octavia.”

Octavia had been Nathan’s mentor, but she also worked for Larkin. “Where is she now? Where do I go?”

“Off to your right. End of the block, make a left and go down into the subway.”

Before Robin had finished speaking, Nathan raced along the sidewalk. He weaved around several people and, as he crossed the street, ignored a honking taxicab. Up ahead he saw the stairs leading down into the subway.

“Wait, wait.” Robin breathed hard in his ear as if she had been running as well. “She didn’t take the subway. She’s trying to lose you. She popped up a couple blocks ahead.”

Following Robin’s directions, Nathan entered a more populated street. Clothing stores, a grocer, and a vintage record store lined the road. Nathan pressed onward, struggling to navigate through the throngs.

“There’s an alley coming up on your right. She’s going down there,” Robin said.

Cutting down the alley, Nathan spotted the shooter. He reached back for Maggie, but before he could say a word, the shooter spun back at him. She wore a sleek, black outfit that covered her face like a low-rent ninja.

“Help! Rape!” she screamed.

Nathan understood right away. A quick glance behind confirmed his suspicion. Two large men had heard the cries and decided to be good citizens.

In his ear, Robin said, “Don’t worry. My drone is catching up. I’ll keep on her.”

“Hey,” one of the would-be heroes called out. “You think you’re tough picking on a little lady? Why don’t you try us?”

Nathan could hear the shooter scrambling off. He considered taking after her, but these men would give chase, too. It would be quicker to deal with them first — especially since Robin had the shooter covered.

As the two men raised their fists and widened their stances, Nathan launched into an attack. Though big and muscular, the men were slow. They had no clue what to do with a knowledgeable fighter. Nathan unleashed a torrent of blows, cracking two ribs on one man while kicking back and catching the other man in the groin. Despite the broken ribs, the first man managed a wild swing. No real danger but impressive considering the pain he endured.

Nathan ducked the attack, grabbed the man’s shoulder, and used it to propel upward. With a growl, he slammed his knee into the man’s head. Before Nathan landed, the man was unconscious.

The second man, still breathing hard from the groin hit, raised both hands in surrender. “I don’t want any trouble, man.”

Nathan whirled around and sprinted down the alley. “Robin? Where am I going?”

“Follow the alley to the street, cross the street, go down the next alley. On the left you’ll see a door into a warehouse. That’s as far as I can tell you. She shot my drone as she went in.”

After crossing the street and hustling down the second alley, Nathan found the door with ease. Rushing through, he hoped to catch a glimpse of the shooter before losing her in the maze of a warehouse. But his target had a different plan.

As he entered, she burst out of the shadows. A kick to his thigh and a punch to his ribs stumbled him back. He tried to swing Maggie into position, but the shooter blocked hard with her forearm, sending Maggie skittering across the concrete floor.

Ignoring the pain in his side, Nathan dodged the shooter’s next attack and followed up with a knee to her gut. She tried to grab his leg, but he let his weight shove her to the ground. A jab to the head left her reeling.

Nathan scurried after his weapon. He picked up Maggie and spun back on the shooter. But his enemy had recovered faster than expected. Wielding a Ruger P, she sent four rounds into Nathan’s chest.

As he fell back against a wall of wooden crates, he pulled his trigger three times. The first round disappeared in the dark of the warehouse. The second lodged in her sternum and the third snapped her head back.

They both collapsed on the floor.

As the shooter’s soul seeped from her eyes, the smoke rising into the air, Nathan heard the gurgling of his lungs. It would not take long for him to die, but he suspected it would be painful. He would have preferred to put Maggie to his head and pull the trigger, but his arms had decided to stop working.

He heard the distinct clink of a slug falling against the hard floor. He tried to turn his head toward the shooter, but his neck had followed his arms. Apparently, one of her shots had damaged his spinal cord. But his eyes still worked.

Straining to watch her, he heard enough. That slug fell from her body. She was healing. She was like him — an Immortal.

Maggie sat in his lap with his fingers still wrapped around the double diamond grip. But his hand refused his brain’s commands. He closed his eyes.

Whenever Nathan died, the Darkness surrounded him. It was a cold nothingness that terrified him, that kept him fighting to stay in the mortal world, that promised an empty existence in a void should he ever lose his immortality. But lately, he had learned that the Darkness also provided power. If he could only learn to use it.

Ever since his time in Colombia, he had attempted to call upon that power again. There had to be a way that did not involve dying. But he had failed. So far.

He opened his eyes. He tried to will the Darkness to appear. Nothing. The Darkness surrounded him, and he died.

Then the slugs in his chest tumbled out with searing pain lighting up his skin. As the wounds closed up, his vision cleared. He heard the shooter’s second slug clink to the floor. Trying to will his body to speed up the healing process, he focused on flexing his fingers — but they refused to move.

Still unable to turn his head, he listened to the woman’s groans as her body snapped back together. His own spine wrenched into place, jolting his body and clamping his teeth together with an electric shock. As the pain subsided, he found he could move his head.

Only a few feet away, the shooter sat up and rubbed her sternum. Upon seeing Nathan’s helpless position, her lips curled with sadistic pleasure. “Nathan K,” she said as she used a nearby crate to help her stand. She had an Irish lilt to her craggy voice. “I’ve never had the chance to meet the Cardinal, but from what I’ve heard about the two of you, I expected more.”

Sweat dribbled down Nathan’s cheek. He strained to move his hand as the shooter raised her weapon. His lungs burned as they reformed after the left had been punctured by a bullet.

Through tight lips and unhelpful lungs, Nathan tried to buy time. “If I’m going to die, at least tell me who you are.”

“Me? I’m Neela Shannon. And after today, I’ll probably end up Neela Larkin.”

Though he lacked the arm control to lift his weapon, his fingers snapped into action. He turned Maggie toward Neela and squeezed the trigger. The bullet slammed into Neela’s hip. Her Ruger went off, biting into the crates above Nathan as she stumbled back.

With a sharp jolt, Nathan’s spine finished re-connecting. He lifted his arm and shot wildly in her direction. But she had already run off.

Staring at the empty space she had left, Nathan’s body completed the healing process. Whatever pain his nerves registered in those final seconds, he ignored. He could only think about what Neela had said.

 


 

CHAPTER THREE

Before he called Robin, Nathan checked the maps on his phone. He had to assume Robin tracked him as much as she tracked everybody else, and he did not want her knowing his next destination. Once he had his route planned, he closed out his map and rang her up.

“I’m okay,” he said as he headed along the sidewalk.

“I was beginning to worry. It doesn’t usually take you so long to beat somebody up.”

“She had training.”

“Already the excuses begin. I don’t know — seems like you’re slipping.”

Nathan could hear the smirk on her face. “She got away. But I did get a name. I figure you could do a thing or two with that. First name is Neela. Last name — Shannon.”

“I’ll find her. And I’m also looking for Mr. Silver. That is, assuming you still want to meet with him. I mean, I know you didn’t want to meet with him originally, but now that Pittman is dead, it seems to me the logical thing to do would be to meet Mr. Silver. Of course, if you’d rather I focus all my attention on Shannon, I can do that, too. I’m your Genie of the Lamp, so tell me which way you want me to go.”

Turning at a crossroad, Nathan said, “Can’t you do both?”

“Of course.” Robin hesitated. Not much, but enough that Nathan had noticed. “Just know that running a search for two people in an area as big as New York City is a taller order than one. I mean unless we’re lucky or our targets are stupid, it’s going to take a long time.”

Nathan’s skin prickled — none of that sounded like Robin. “If somebody’s in the room with you, somebody threatening you, then ask me if I remembered to let out the dog.”

“What are you talking about? I’m fine.”

“Sorry. You don’t often hedge on the outcome of a computer job. I thought maybe — well, usually, you’d tell me that if finding two people is hard, you could find ten. And you’d take five minutes to tell me that. But suddenly you’re speaking concise and qualified. What’s up?”

With a low grumble, she said, “You’re no fun. You know that? If you must know, I’m not really in a position to have full access to my regular set up.”

“What the heck does that mean?”

Another hesitation. “It means I’m not at home. Okay? Are you satisfied, or do you need to waterboard me for some answers?” Before Nathan had a chance to reply, she exhaled long and slow. “Look, I can still do my job fine. But I do try to have a life of my own. I mean, I can’t spend every second being all about you. I have needs, too. And there’s this girl.”

“You’re dating? That’s wonderful.” When Nathan first met Robin, she had been in a long-term relationship with a terminally ill woman. He tried not to pry since the woman’s death, but he thought Robin’s mourning period had long passed. “Wait a minute. Where are you that you’re going on a date later but can’t be near your computer now?”

“I didn’t say anything about a date.”

“Robin —”

“Don’t be mad.”

“That’s the exact kind of statement that makes somebody mad.”

“I’m in New York City. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be worried I was trying to get involved in the field, but I really only came out here for a date. Kassie and I have been talking online for several months, and it just felt right that now would be the time for us to meet in person. I had no idea you were going to be doing a job here — not back when I made the tickets.”

Nathan stopped and leaned against a brick wall. He watched as people walked by, each one consumed with his or her own thoughts, fears, and concerns. “It’s okay.”

“You sure?”

“It’s kind of nice knowing you’re nearby. But don’t let that go to your head.”

She laughed. “Man, I should get shot more often. Ever since that happened, you’ve gotten a little mushy. Reminds me of my friend, Trap. He had this toy poodle that he just loved. Trap was a big guy, so nobody made fun of him. But that poodle got run over by a stoner van, and afterward, Trap became all mushy towards me and some of his other friends. Always trying to make sure we knew how much he cared.”

“The stuff we’re involved with is a lot more dangerous than owning a poodle.” He remembered carrying her bleeding body through a Colombian drug lord’s estate while bullets pinged the ground around him. “Let me ask you something — something serious. Do you ever worry that doing the things we do will somehow make us less human?”

“You mean the way we go around saving people? Or helping them out of jams? Yeah, that’s really terrible of us.”

“I’ve killed a lot of people.”

“Bad people.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good enough excuse.”

“Whoa. You suddenly got dark.”

“Sorry. I don’t know why I asked that.”

“No, no. No stopping. You don’t get to backtrack from that. No way. It’s not often that you actually open up to me on any level other than business, so we’re going to talk about this. Got it? You listen here because I actually know a lot about this. I mean, for crying out loud, the world — the white world — tries to define me in every bad light it can, tries to tell me that I’m less than, unworthy, too loud, too strong, too dark, too everything. But I figured out long back that I am human because of who I am, not in spite of it. Besides, we’re the good guys.”

Pushing off the wall, Nathan said, “I’ve got to go.”

“Oh, come on. I just gave you something personal to help you in your moment of doubt and you’re going to cut me off now?”

“Enjoy your date. Call me when you find either of our targets.”

“That’s not fair. You’ve got to —”

Nathan cut the call, turned off the phone, and pulled out the SIM card in the back. With Robin’s spying eyes closed off for the moment, he cut back one block and crossed over two more. He slowed his approach when he saw the sign — Baptist Hospice of New York.

He had gone through this routine enough. He knew all the right words to say at reception in order to gain access. He knew the signs to look for amongst the patients. It would not take him long to locate the most critical and the weakest. Soon, he would have his second soul.

As he entered the building, he muttered, “Sure, we’re the good guys.”

 


 

CHAPTER FOUR

“Hey, buddy,” the police officer said as he tapped Nathan’s shoe with a baton. “You gotta wake up. You ain’t allowed here.”

Nathan squinted against the morning sun. His head swam with remnants of vodka, whiskey, triple sec, and perhaps some schnapps. Dismissing the police officer with a wave, Nathan wobbled up on the park bench that had served as his bed for the night. Vomit raced up his throat, but he managed to turn aside — something the officer did not appear to appreciate at all.

Getting his second soul had gone smoothly — Nathan even had one of those victims who gratefully mistook him for the Grim Reaper — and that darkened his thoughts with a shadow. Perhaps Robin could claim the title of one of the good guys, fighting the good fight even if she had to bend a few laws to do so, but him? The Grim Reaper?

His mouth tasted of copper like stale blood — a flavor he had become too familiar with. He fought the urge to vomit again as his head swam back to the moment he left the hospice and went straight to the nearest bar. His drinking began with a whiskey sour and continued at a steady rhythm. The groove he fell into followed him from bar to bar to bar until nobody would serve him anymore. From there, he found his way to the park bench.

“Last chance, buddy. Either you get moving or I’ll have to bring you in. Come on. I don’t want to have to do that and you don’t want it, too.”

Nathan swayed to his feet and headed back to his motel. He smelled awful. A hot shower would solve that and help him wake up.

He raised his hand to tap on his ear piece but halted. He heard the words in his head.

Not just Robin’s words of encouragement or the hospice patient’s words of gratitude. Those were part of it, but Neela’s words were the ones that echoed in his head. She had looked at him and thought of him in the same way he looked and thought of the Cardinal.

The Cardinal was more than simply a Prime Immortal. He had tapped into the Darkness. He had learned to harness that power, and while Nathan had seen the way the Cardinal could do things no ordinary mortal or Immortal could do, he also saw how it had twisted the man. He had become something other than human — whether less than or more than, Nathan did not know.

Perhaps that was what bothered him — the not knowing. Because even as he reflected upon the Cardinal’s lack of humanity, Nathan still sought to harness those same powers.

If Robin was right, then Nathan’s desire grew from a need to be a better good guy.

If Robin was wrong ...

He shuffled up the squeaking stairs, bumbled down the dirty hall, and stopped at his door. The jamb had been splintered where somebody had kicked the door in. Not very subtle.

Adrenaline kicked in, waking Nathan so that he could function. He pulled out Maggie. As he pushed the door open with one hand and swept the room with the other, he hoped the intruder had left long ago. Fighting with a hangover never went well.

The place had been tossed. The few clothes he owned had been strewn on the floor, the narrow bed had been thrown on its side, and even the toilet tank had been opened. Whatever they were looking for, Nathan knew they did not find it — he had left nothing to find.

Holstering his weapon, he moved carefully across the floor, inspecting every inch of the dilapidated room. Clearly, Larkin knew about the leaks in his organization. Sending an Immortal hitman had plugged up one leak, and Nathan had no doubt Neela sought to do the same with Carlo Silver. She must have broken in here hoping to find some note or slip of paper or recorded message that indicated when Silver and Nathan planned to meet. Then, she only had to show up and put a bullet in Silver’s head — maybe get a second shot at Nathan for a bonus.

His phone rang and he jumped. He did not recall putting the phone back together, but he did not recall a lot of the previous night. “Morning, Robin.”

“Finally. Where have you been all night? Better yet, shut up, I don’t want to know. Pay attention because I found him, but we’ve got to get you moving quick.”

“Is Neela already after him?”

“I haven’t been able to track her down yet. I would assume so because that’s her next target, right?”

Nathan paused to look over his demolished room. “Sure.”

“Silver has booked a cabin on the Royal Lady ocean liner. It’s leaving New York City later today, heading for London. I’ve already got you a room on the same ship.”

“You got me a room on an ocean liner on the same day that it’s leaving?”

“Oh, please. After all you’ve seen me do on a computer, do you really think hacking a cruise line is going to be difficult?”

“I guess not. Sorry. My head’s a little fuzzy this morning. Text me the details. I’m on my way.”

Nathan found his backpack under one of the drawers Neela had discarded in the corner. Stuffing in a handful of clothes and making sure to pack several full magazines for Maggie, he gave the room one final look over. Then, he headed to the street.

After five minutes, he managed to hail down a cab. Robin had been urging him to use one of several ride-sharing apps, but he resisted. He didn’t mind the idea, in general, but considering the kind of work he often did, he thought he would be putting the driver’s life at risk. Much like house servants were seen as part of the furniture, a cabbie was a tool used for travel. But a ride share driver was a person. And people could be made to talk.

The next twenty-three minutes consisted of standing in lines, talking with ticketing agents, and navigating the red tape involved in obtaining his official tickets despite the late timing. He had full faith in Robin’s abilities, so he knew that eventually he would be victorious. Provided the people creating the red tape did not drive him insane.

After bribing a security guard to overlook Maggie and with ticket clenched in his fist, Nathan walked along the dock toward the Royal Lady. He had never been on a cruise ship and had only ever seen them in pictures. As the mammoth vessel blocked the sun from view, his breath caught. Several years ago, when he had been mortal, when he had expected to ask Jennie to marry him, the plan had been to get hitched within a year and take a honeymoon cruise. It never occurred to him that he would take any cruise after being killed on a New York deli floor, after watching Jennie move on with her life when she thought he had died, after all the fighting and killing.

Shaking off his morbid thoughts, Nathan joined the line to the gangplank. He entered a grand lobby that brought to mind a five-star hotel — polished woods, plush cushions, gold trim, crystal chandeliers, blonde marble-tiled floors, and a bronze statue of Poseidon in the middle. Nathan checked in, did his best to politely extract himself from the welcoming committee, and wandered his way toward a cabin on the second deck — barely above the waterline.

As he traveled the narrow hall, he heard arguing voices ahead. A large man blocked the way, his Hawaiian shirt and straw hat saying as much about him as his deep, loud voice. “I don’t care, young lady, the fact is we paid for this room and it belongs to us.”

“That’s right,” the man’s wife said. He shifted to his left foot, giving Nathan a clear view of his equally loud wife — a leather-skinned hawk with a long neck and bad teeth. “My husband and I are seasoned travelers. We know how to book a cabin, and we got this one months ago. So you need to pack up you and your husband’s stuff and get.”

“I’m not moving,” a third voice said — a voice Nathan recognized instantly because he had heard it in his ear for several years now.

Clearing his throat, Nathan said, “Robin?”

The large husband turned to face Nathan and in doing so, revealed Robin standing in the doorway. Her smooth face brightened when she saw him, and she waved her hand hard enough to bounce her curly mop of hair — this month, brown with streaks of blonde and blue. Though surprised to see her (and somewhat unsurprised, too), Nathan remained calm.

Until Robin called out with loving glee, “Hubby!”

 


 

CHAPTER FIVE

Pointing a sharp talon at Robin, the long-necked woman looked Nathan up and down. With disgust, she said, “This is your wife?”

Nathan saw the flames ignite in Robin’s eyes and he felt the same. Pushing by the large man and making no effort to avoid elbowing him in the gut, Nathan reached out and gave Robin a big hug. He then planted a firm kiss on her lips. Enjoying the shock flashing across her eyes, Nathan turned to the belligerent couple. “You have a problem with my wife?”

“Not at all,” the woman said with a shake in her voice. “It’s just that we booked this room months ago and apparently there was some sort of screw-up. Tell him, Barry.”

Trembling out a crooked smile, Barry took off his straw hat. “That’s right. This was supposed to be our room.”

“Seems pretty clear to me that it’s our room,” Nathan said.

“Look, Mister, we’re not trying to cause trouble. I mean, if we had known you were her husband —”

“Now why would that make a difference?”

Swallowing dry as sweat dappled his forehead, Barry said, “I’m sure there’s an easy way we can fix all this.”

Robin took hold of Nathan’s hand and leaned her head on his shoulder. In a soft, complacent voice similar to the tone Barry now attempted to use, she said, “Oh, now they want to find an easy fix. A moment ago, the two of you were simply demanding I get thrown out on my ass. Gee, what’s changed?”

Barry’s wife said, “Well, we didn’t know you even had a husband. We thought it was just you in this room and there’s two of us, so that didn’t seem fair.”

Nathan cocked an eyebrow. “Really? Because when I approached, it seemed to me that you knew quite clearly she was married. So, no, it wasn’t that. What do you think, honey? What could possibly have changed with my appearance here?”

Robin kept her glare on the couple. Still feigning innocence, she said, “I can’t imagine. Unless they ... well, I doubt it, but you don’t suppose this might be because of your appearance?”

“What could you possibly mean?”

“Well — and I don’t want to talk out of turn — but perhaps it’s a racial thing?”

Nathan dropped all pleasantries from his voice. “You know, I think that’s exactly what this is.”

“Now you wait just a minute,” Barry said. “I won’t have you accusing me and my wife. We only meant —”

“No accusations necessary,” Robin said, cold and calm. “I’ve been black my whole life. I know what you meant. So unless you want a whole heap of trouble, the two of you are going to leave us alone. Go find yourself another room or get off the ship.”

Stabbing at them with his straw hat, Barry said, “Nobody talks to me like that, damnit. Especially not a—”

“You do not want to finish that.” Nathan crossed his arms, purposely arching enough to lift the back of his shirt.

He knew the wife had seen Maggie when she put her hand on Barry’s forearm and said, “D-Dear, I think we should let them have this room.”

Barry frowned at her, but he must have seen the fear in her eyes because he nodded. “You sure?”

To Nathan, the wife said, “We’re so sorry to bother you. I’m sure we can find another room. You both have a great time. Bye now.”

Nathan and Robin remained in the hall until Barry and his wife could no longer be seen. Nathan peeked in at their accommodations — not something worth fighting over. The narrow cabin contained two single beds with a porthole in the middle. Beneath the porthole was a tiny table more commonly seen beside a toilet. Thin carpeting provided little in the way of cushion and the walls had been painted so many years ago that it was difficult to tell whether they were meant to be white or tan.

“I’m surprised a ship of this caliber has any cabins like this,” Nathan said. “Upstairs is real ritzy.”

Through gritted teeth, Robin said, “That’s part of what made it easy to swipe the room. I suspect even the crew has better accommodations.”

Finally, Barry’s backside disappeared around the corner. Once Nathan and Robin entered their newly-acquired room and closed the door, Robin kicked at the wall.

“Can you believe that shit? They were ready to kick me off until they found out I was married to a white guy. Frankly, I’m surprised that stopped them. Most racists don’t like mixed marriages.” Rubbing her forehead with the tips of her fingers, she added, “You’d think after a lifetime of dealing with crap like this I’d get used to it, but each time I run into that kind of thing, it only makes me madder. You know what really gets me? I purposely put us in the cheapest, crappiest rooms on the ship so we wouldn’t have to deal with a big fuss like this. I mean, a bunch of snobby, really rich people paying for the luxury suites are going to cause a huge storm if they find their room has been swiped by a black girl. Might even call the cops and have me shot. But down here? Those people are probably a bunch of white trash racists. Probably have some tall, white hoods and Nazi armbands in their bags.”

Nathan stood near the door and remained silent. He waited as Robin ranted for another full minute.

When her anger finally waned, she looked up at him with an expectant list of her shoulders. “What?”

Narrowing his focus upon her with a look he knew intimidated people, he said, “What the hell are you doing here?”

All her anger disappeared, replaced with a meek, if not frightened, gaze. “I know you’re not happy about it, but I had to be here.”

“You had to be at a desk, in your apartment, in California. Instead, you flew across the country for a date and now ... oh, I see. There was no date.”

Robin dropped onto the corner of her bed. “No date. No girl, either. I’m going to be real with you. As terrifying as Colombia was — and it was terrifying — it also left me thinking about what it is we do. I mean, the people we help, the lives we’ve saved — this is important. Most people dream about doing something of value with their lives, something important, even if for just a day or a single moment. But with you, I’ve become an essential part of this great thing. The idea that I’m going to sit idle at my computer and watch it all happen — no, I can’t do that. Not anymore. Heck, I couldn’t do that from the beginning. That’s why I even met you, right? I came to you because I couldn’t sit behind my computer. I had to go messing with a U.S. Senator out of this sense of doing something right. And ever since then we’ve helped so many.” She shook her head and looked down at her hands. “I’m not going to lie. This is all scary. But it’s scarier to me to do nothing.”

Dropping his tough stance, Nathan pulled over a chair. “You aren’t doing nothing. Your role as my tech genius has been vital to our success. But being here only puts you in danger and having you in danger makes me vulnerable.”

“Why? I never asked you to save me.”

“That’s exactly what you did when you first came into that diner and hired me.”

“I mean after that.”

“You don’t have to ask. You’re my friend. Of course I’m going to save you. And my enemies know this. That’s why it’s dangerous for you. For us.”

Rubbing her hands across her jeans, she said, “I’m sorry if this makes it harder, but I had to do it. I had to be here. Besides, it’s too late now.”

Nathan glanced out the porthole. The buildings of New York City slowly drifted by. Barry and his wife stood out amongst the crowd as they yelled at one another from the docks.

A pleasant, slightly metallic voice crackled through a speaker mounted above the door. “Welcome aboard the Royal Lady.” The voice went on to give loads of basic information and requested that passengers congregate in specific locations for a safety demonstration. Then it repeated in Spanish, French, German, Japanese, and Russian.

“I don’t think they have a safety protocol to handle you.” Robin grinned. “Come on. Let’s go find Mr. Silver.”

“Don’t you know what cabin he’s in?”

“He didn’t book it under his own name.”

“Then how did you know he booked it at all?”

With an impatient huff, she said, “Patterns of behavior cross-referenced with financial transactions, a reservation at a London hotel in his actual name — the guy’s not half as smart as he thinks he is — and phone records. I can list more of my work, if you want.”

“Don’t be a wiseass.”

“Moi?”

“We’re going to have to search the ship for him.”

“You will. Once I get my gear set up, I’ll see if I can figure out what cabin he’s in or maybe he’ll make reservations at one of the fancy restaurants or something like that. I’ll find him.”

Nathan paused, considered furthering the argument, and finally stood. “Okay. But we’re in the field, now. You need to follow my instructions, my rules.”

“You got it.”

“And that starts with us re-conning the ship.”

“Aye-aye, Captain.” She saluted.

Rolling his eyes, Nathan led the way into the hall.

 


 

CHAPTER SIX

They spent most of the first day familiarizing themselves with the layout of the ship while keeping an eye out for Silver. With hundreds of people aboard, Nathan had no illusion that it would be easy to find somebody actively trying not to be found. It didn’t help that they were not sure what the man looked like. So, Nathan and Robin went to the top of the ship, the tenth deck, and systematically worked back to their cabin on the second deck.

Deck Ten had a track for running, a rock wall for climbing, and an arcade for getting rid of the youngsters. Deck Nine had an exercise spa, the main pool, and a café on the back end of the ship. Eight and Seven were for the high-end cabins and suites. Six and Five were the moneymakers — theaters, shops, restaurants, and most importantly, the casino. Decks Four, Three, and Two housed the remaining guests, the quality of room decreasing the further down one went. Four elevators operated in the middle of the ship, but a key was required in order to get below Deck Two. Presumably, this led to the cargo hold and possibly some of the crew quarters.

By the time Nathan and Robin finished their tour, several hours had passed and they were hungry. Robin, however, asked Nathan to go get her some food. “I’ve got a lot to do in order to give you the support you need.”

“I shouldn’t need that much. It’s not like Silver can get off this ship for the next few days. Not easily, anyway.”

“Yeah, but you’re still going to want me to find information for you, track people and such. Plus, we’re now in a closed system, so there are a limited number of people aboard that could be Silver. I should be able to narrow down what he looks like before the night’s over. And then there’s the who knows what else you’ll ask me to do part of my job. All of which makes me invaluable to you. I’m your Girl Scout — always prepared. Well, you’re about to see how the sausage is made.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll get some food for us. Later I’ll go out and search again.”

Robin gazed upward and gestured to the heavens. “You’re not listening. Running the Nathan Only Tech Center requires a lot of computing power. And just like planes and hotels, ships actively try to block Wi-Fi, 4G, and any other communications. That way they can charge passengers ridiculous amounts of money to make a call. Once I’m set up, I need to hack into their system, bounce off their satellite signal, and do it all so that they never notice. It’ll take some time.”

Nathan went to one of the small cafés to load up on food for their room. When he returned, he found one of the beds covered with three laptops, a layer of wiring, and two small boxes with blinking lights. Robin sat cross-legged in the middle of the technological nest, her face locked in concentration. He handed over the food which she accepted without comment — or even glancing up.

After finishing his meal, Nathan stretched out on the other bed and closed his eyes. He expected a long night ahead of him, so even a little rest was welcome.

He jolted upright when Robin swore and slapped the side of her laptop. The sun had gone down. He glanced at the bedside clock — 11:32 pm.

“Sorry,” she said, glancing over the top of her equipment before returning to work.

“You’re still at it? Not like you to have this much trouble.”

“Rub it in.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

Robin leaned back against the wall and stretched her arms. “Somebody really doesn’t want this ship to be hacked. I’m assuming it’s Silver — the odds that another person aboard is trying to get to London in secret and has the resources to pull off this kind of cyberfight is slim.”

“Silver is a restaurateur. Successful and probably has money, but I don’t see him having the skills to block you.”

“I guess not. But he is being hunted by a Larkin hitman, right? From all I’ve seen, Larkin has inexhaustible funds and plenty of tech savvy people working for him. Don’t forget, I’ve gone virtual toe-to-toe with one of them. So, maybe.”

Nathan considered it. “You think Neela Shannon pulled this off?”

“Not at all. She’s muscle, not brains. I suspect Larkin had his tech guru find Silver but it was too late to get his girl, Neela, onboard. So, he’s jamming up the system to make sure Silver can’t communicate with the rest of the world. Meanwhile, he’ll have Neela fly across to London and be there waiting for her target to arrive.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Probably. This’ll take me a bit longer than we planned, but I will hack into this, don’t worry. Larkin’s people are smart, but I’m smarter.”

Nathan was well aware that a bit longer could mean several hours. Besides, he had his own way of finding a target. Taking a moment to clean up, he placed Maggie in the belt holster, and headed out to walk the ship. Though he muttered a goodbye, Robin did not notice.

He had expected the ship to be relatively quiet. It was late at night, so he thought people would be sleeping. Waiting for the elevator, he learned he was mistaken.

Two couples and a large group of inebriated travelers crowded onto the first elevator to arrive. Nathan waved them on and waited for the next. He selected the tenth floor — might as well start at the top of the ship again — and as the doors closed, two young women clad in bikinis jumped in. They giggled and whispered to each other while Nathan stood in silence.

The girls got off at the ninth floor — the main pool. From the elevator, Nathan heard party music, smelled a full cookout, and saw that a large crowd had gathered to celebrate the start of their journey. Change of plans. Nathan strolled into the party and settled at the end of one of three impromptu bars.

Nursing a beer, he used his position to scan the crowd. It was possible, of course, that Carlo Silver chose to remain in his cabin, but Nathan doubted it. If he intended to lay low, Silver would not have made reservations in a London hotel. At least, not under his real name. Though, he clearly did not want to be found, he might be lured out by the siren call of beautiful women drinking poolside. Or men — Nathan did not have information on Silver’s orientation.

A gravel-throated laugh erupted a few feet away from the diving board. A stocky man held court with three women and two other men. He had thick, curly hair and a flat face — even flatter due to his broken nose. Cauliflower ears and no neck suggested the man had once been a boxer. Or, possibly, muscle for some low-level hoodlum.

On the opposite side of the pool, Nathan spied a harried woman trying to control her two children. Hopped up on sugar and caffeine, the young boy had a crazy smile as he poked his sister repeatedly
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