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  About the O.C.L.T. Series


  There are incidents and emergencies in the world that defy logical explanation, events that could be defined as supernatural, extraterrestrial, or simply otherworldly. Standard laws do not allow for such instances, nor are most officials or authorities trained to handle them. In recognition of these facts, one organization has been created that can. Assembled by a loose international coalition, their mission is to deal with these situations using diplomacy, guile, force, and strategy as necessary. They shield the rest of the world from their own actions, and clean up the messes left in their wake. They are our protection, our guide, our sword, and our voice, all rolled into one.


  They are O.C.L.T.
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  SPECIAL PREVIEWS


  Crockatiel – by David Niall Wilson


  No Laughing Matter – by Kurt Criscione


  Introduction to the O.C.L.T. & its Characters


  Welcome to the first of what I think will be many O.C.L.T. omnibus editions. These four tales, Brought to Light, The Parting, The Temple of Camazotz and Incursion, represent the roots and beginnings of the Orphic Crisis Liaison Team – O.C.L.T. – affectionately known as “Occult”. This series was born of conversations between myself, Aaron Rosenberg, and Steven Savile. All of us have written books and stories for media tie-in properties like Star Trek, Stargate, Dr. Who, and White Wolf’s World of Darkness. All of us agree that – while such work is a lot of fun and can be very rewarding, it’s not as much fun as having free reign. What we created is a world that is shared, much like the tie-in worlds we’ve all enjoyed, but where we are free to create our own rules, characters, plot-lines, and tie-ins.


  Along the way Steven stepped aside, and it was Aaron and I who created the team, and brought the first stories to life. There are a number of core characters who have yet to show up in any stories, so we have that to look forward to. We also designed our world so that other authors with supernatural characters could work within our framework – allowing O.C.L.T. agents to consult or team with their protagonists to face off against anything out of the ordinary.


  In Brought to Light, Aaron introduces R. C. Hayes, who eventually becomes the organization’s de facto leader. This novella takes place prior to the organization’s official creation.


  Perhaps the most important and integral member of the group is Wendell “Mack” Macklemore. His abilities with electronics and computers go beyond “skill” into an almost superhuman mental connection with the World Wide Web. His life has been spent designing network security, mining data, and searching for patterns that link anomalies and events in ways that would normally be missed, or ignored. It’s Mack, through his network, who reaches out to R. C., Rebecca York, and the other core members, providing data anonymously and directing things from behind a curtain of black-ops secrecy.


  Next up is my novel The Parting. In this novel Rebecca York, a practicing sorceress, is drawn into a vision of ancient Egypt that sets her on the trail of an artifact dating back to the days of Moses, and beyond. She and Mack face off against terrorists and ancient magic, aided by a Catholic scholar and a young Jewish boy. At the end of the novel, the need for something more structured to contain such threats becomes obvious.


  In The Temple of Camazotz, I continue to build on the relationships, giving more background on Mack himself, and introducing Geoffrey Bullfinch. Bullfinch and Mack head south of the border to Mexico to try and sort out a series of deaths by decapitation, and their connection to an ancient deity.


  Finally, in Incursion, Aaron brings R. C. Hayes back, along with Italian monster hunter Isabella Ferrara. Isabella shows up in time to assist on a very strange investigation into Native American spirits, and to draw R. C. into the events that lead him, eventually, to his date with destiny as the O.C.L.T. leader.


  There are many more stories in the works, and the first tie-in novel, written by debut novelist Kurt Criscione, No Laughing Matter, is available for purchase now. Due in the spring of 2015 is my novel Crockatiel – A Novel of the O.C.L.T. Featuring Cletus J. Diggs. Soon after that we’ll follow with “The Noose Club – A Novel of the O.C.L.T. by David Bischoff.


  There are a number of agents who have yet to show up in any of our stories, but the series is just heating up. Below is a list of all the core agents with short biographical notes. Welcome to the world of the O.C.L.T. We hope you’ll enjoy your stay, and stick with us as we build something special.


  THE TEAM


  Geoffrey Bullfinch – Folklorist, explorer, adept in some early primitive magic. Has an uncanny knowledge of mythology. It is up in the air whether he is a descendant of the Bullfinch who wrote “Bullfinch’s Mythology,” or possibly is that same man, still walking the earth and learning.


  Isabella Ferrara – Isabella is a deeply religious and extremely deadly woman. Her specialty is hunting, tracking, and killing monsters. She often allows her religious belief to cloud her judgment, and is more likely to want to kill first and study later when it comes to otherworldly creatures. She is adept with most weapons known, and a few not so well known.


  Reed Christopher Hayes (RC) – Leader of the O.C.L.T. – has a background with military intelligence and the FBI. Has had numerous encounters with unexplained crises and has proven level-headed and capable of finding ways to deal with them. He’s older now, and though he’d prefer to be in the field, is best utilized as the military and tactical mind behind operations (though give him a chance and he’ll be out kicking ass).


  Gunter Krieg: He is a theoretical physicist and sort of a “mad” scientist who likes to move from theory to physical testing sooner than is wise. He is (at heart) good. He would never harm anyone purposely, and he believes that science and those who understand it owe their gifts to a higher purpose—he will fight tirelessly to stop science from being used for evil but he does not know how to interact with most people beyond seeing them as mathematical constructs and treating them as such. He is, of course, brilliant. Think Walter from “Fringe”.


  Elizabeth Lapsey: Elizabeth is a short, overweight Cuban-American woman in her forties with high-functioning Asperger’s, who always provides more information than is necessary and also is incapable of not finishing a sentence she starts. She has a gift for languages in particular, but in general loves to find patterns. She enjoys talking to people, and tends to be almost magical in her ability to draw anyone into conversation. She is also the researcher of the group.


  Wendell Macklemore – “Mack” is a computer and electronics wizard. Graduated from college at age 12. Went to MIT and dropped out because he was bored and had things he wanted to “work out”. Has worked for the defense department, and been released from several projects because of an inability to work within boundaries. Responsible for numerous breakthroughs in technology. His hacking is beyond brilliant, and his quarters are, basically, a mainframe with a bed and kitchenette. He is jacked into every electronics system in the world, largely because he is security consultant to some of the most powerful governments and industry giants in the world. He runs the OCLT computers and databanks, and is quartered in Arizona, not that far from Area 51 (which he is also jacked into).


  Malana Tai: – Malana is a psychic from the island of Tuvalu. Though not particularly pretty, Malana exudes a certain friendly, healthy appeal, and can win people over with a single bright smile. Malana is a telepath and an empath, most of it subconscious—she constantly picks up thoughts and emotions from those around her, and automatically adjusts her own behavior to suit, making her something of a social chameleon. She can look below the surface if she focuses, but too much contact can make her dizzy, nauseous, and even unclear on the boundary between herself and her target.


  Hideyoshi Tidijin – small, slight, delicate Japanese man of indeterminate early to late middle-age (he’s actually fifty but could pass for thirty easily). Dresses impeccably, usually in hand-tailored brown or gray suits unless he’s in the field. Wears gloves most of the time, and often a face mask. Tidijin–who insists upon being addressed as “Professor,” “Professor Tidijin,” or “Tidijin-sama” – is an archaeologist specializing in early human history and pre-history (and in nonhuman history, though that isn’t on his public CV).


  Rebecca York – Rebecca York: Indeterminate age, very attractive and dark, appears late thirties to early forties, but over time will be found to be much, much older – Rebecca, daughter of Ivan of York from Ivanhoe, was thought to be a Jewish Sorceress, and Rebecca may possibly be the source of the character in the first place. She has a working knowledge of most of the schools of magic, but is particularly adept at the Kabala and the type of ritual magic practiced by Crowley and the Golden Dawn crowd. She has served in Israel with the Mossad, but has been an advisor to leaders in many places.


  BROUGHT TO LIGHT
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  It was a warm night, warm and muggy, but there was a cool breeze down by the water and CIA Agent Grant Colyer enjoyed the refreshing feel of the colder air as it touched his face and ruffled his hair. After spending all day interrogating scientists and academics and administrators at the lab, it was nice to get out and stretch his legs a little. And this place was pretty, prettier than he’d expected when he’d been assigned the investigation, and looking more like something from 1402 than 2002 with its narrow, cobbled streets and its quaint old houses and the massive church dominating the landscape that the river bisected. He’d say he was enjoying his time here, if not for the fact that most of it was spent checking security logs and watching security footage and analyzing computer files. Not that he didn’t enjoy those, of course—otherwise he’d never have chosen the career he had!—but they were the same activities he’d done back home, and could do anywhere, really. Trapped inside with Dr. Daniel Atherton’s colleagues all day, Grant would never know he was some place as exotic as Uppsala, Sweden. So it was especially nice to get outside at times like this and enjoy the sights before crashing for the night and then getting up to march back to the lab once more.


  The river was quiet, its current sluggish and its dark surface almost smooth. A narrow strip of grass ran along the bank, making it easy to stroll beside the water. Grant hadn’t seen anyone else out here, however, which he thought was strange. It was by the far the coolest spot in the city, at least temperature-wise, and it was an ideal place to walk and clear his head and let the day’s discoveries settle into orderly patterns. He wondered if Dr. Atherton had ever walked this way. It would make sense—this strip was on the way from the lab to the place where he’d been staying, and the good professor hadn’t bothered to own a car or even a bicycle. Walking along here would have been the perfect way to unwind after a long day of research and teaching. Which meant that Grant could even justify the walk as part of his work.


  A small noise somewhere nearby made him turn, but he didn’t see anything beyond the banks, the water, and the old wooden bridge he was approaching. Maybe someone had walked across it, or at least a cat or dog since he hadn’t seen any shadows passing overhead. Whatever it was, the noise had faded and Grant let his thoughts wander again as his feet carried him toward the bridge. None of Atherton’s colleagues had noticed him acting unusual, which suggested that he hadn’t chosen to disappear. That still left—


  He’d reached the shadows at the foot of the bridge now, and heard a faint rustling again. This time Grant glanced up in time to see a pair of impossibly large hands emerge from the darkness, groping toward him. He had time to register a blinding pain, and to feel something crack. Then everything went black.


  “Remind me again why we can’t be stationed here all the time?” Colt asked, his eyes wandering again as another tall, blonde beauty strolled by. She smiled at him as she passed, and her hips swayed perhaps a little more as she sashayed away, provoking low whistles from both Colt and Lobo.


  “Careful, amigo,” Lobo warned, though his eyes didn’t leave the enticing view. “Your little señorita would have your cajones if she caught you checking out these chicas.”


  Reed Christopher Hayes—R.C. to his friends and “Crease” to his teammates—snorted. He’d met Colt’s fiancée Julia once, when the other soldier had gotten a little vacation leave and she’d flown out to join him in Germany. Small, slight, and bookish, she’d nonetheless shown a fierce attachment to her man, and he could easily imagine her taking him by the balls if she knew he was admiring the lovely blondes that currently surrounded them.


  Fortunately for R.C., Nance wasn’t so possessive. She’d roll her eyes at him, certainly—but then she’d probably point out a few choice women for him to admire, and laugh and mock him when he did. That was probably why they got along so well together—she knew when to stop him and when to humor him or even encourage him. Most of the time. Which explained why they’d started seeing each other in 1998 and here it was, four years later, and they were still together. Though she’d been hinting heavily lately that “dating” might not be enough for much longer.


  R.C. pulled his attention back from women in general and nudged Colt with an elbow. “Eyes front, soldier,” he reminded quietly. “We’re on the clock.”


  “I know, I know,” his friend and teammate groaned. “Why’d MI drag us out here, anyway? Not that I’m complaining, mind you—beats sitting around in Wiesbaden any day! But what’s so special about this one guy we gotta come running when he goes walkabout?”


  “Dr. Atherton’s a respected scientist and professor,” their squad leader, Polo, answered over his shoulder. “He’s one of our top minds in alternative energy research. He’s also worked with the Defense Department on a few projects, and carries Top Secret clearance. That makes him our problem.”


  The others nodded. They wouldn’t have been called out just because an American went missing overseas—unfortunately, it happened all the time. But someone with that kind of clearance, who’d worked on top secret government projects in the past? Dr. Atherton carried too much important information for them to take his disappearance lightly.


  “Maybe he’s just enjoying the local . . . flavor,” Lobo suggested with that innocent tone that got him out of trouble far too many times. “Got caught up—or tied up—and lost track of time.”


  “These beauties can tie me up any time,” Colt agreed, and he and Lobo bumped fists. R.C. shook his head, but he couldn’t help but laugh. His two squadmates were like brothers to him—little brothers. And half the time they acted like kids, too.


  “He’s been missing forty-eight hours, at least,” their fifth member, Drew, reminded. She glanced up from the street map she’d been studying, ignoring Colt and Lobo’s lewd comments as usual. “Town this size, somebody’d have seen him by now, or he’d have called in, or something. And according to his profile he’s not the kind to go off-reservation like this.” She shook her head. “Something’s definitely wrong.”


  “Besides, it’s not just him,” R.C. pointed out. A missing scientist wasn’t really the sort of thing they got sent in on, even one with that kind of clearance. It was more in the Agency’s court, so they’d dispatched an agent to locate the good doctor and report back.


  Unfortunately, Agent Grant Colyer had also failed to check in last night. Or today. So now it wasn’t just an American scientist, it was a trained CIA agent.


  Which was why the DIA had stepped in. But apparently the Defense Intelligence Agency hadn’t had any available field agents in the area, so they’d asked Army Military Intelligence to dispatch a unit to investigate. Which meant them.


  “Looks like we’re about to find out what,” Colt warned, nodding across the way. They were standing outside the Polismyndigheten, the Uppsala police station, and a woman had just emerged from the main doors and was striding toward them. Tall and blonde like the rest of the locals they’d seen so far, she was older but still lovely, and the tight bun she’d pulled her pale hair back into under the narrow peaked cap only accentuated her cheekbones and the clear blue of her eyes. Her dark blue uniform looked more military than police, especially with the stiff boots and the heavy equipment belt that included both a baton and a pistol prominently displayed at her hip, but that only made her more striking.


  “Greta Hopberst, assistant chief of police,” she introduced herself when she’d reached them. She held out her hand, and Polo stepped forward to take it.


  “Lieutenant Paul Lindsey, 66th Military Intelligence Brigade out of Wiesbaden Army Airfield,” he offered. “This is my team: Sergeant Reed Hayes, Corporal Nancy Decker, Specialist Coleman Taylor, and Specialist Luis Burillo.” R.C., Drew, Colt, and Lobo each nodded at her in turn. “I take it you’ve spoken to my superiors?”


  “We have,” she confirmed. “I apologize that it took so long, but we like to be sure of such things.” She smiled, and it seemed genuine if a little wary. “We would be happy to offer our full cooperation in helping you locate Agent Colyer and Dr. Atherton. Would you care to come inside, Lieutenant Lindsey?” Her English was impeccable, if slightly accented.


  Polo shook his head. “No thanks.” He smiled to take any sting out of the refusal. “Sorry, but we’ve already lost too much time here—if we’re going to have any hope of finding them, we need to move fast.” His smile broadened slightly. “And it’s Polo.”


  “Of course. Please, call me Greta.” Greta gestured toward a sleek Saab parked just inside the police parking lot, its exterior decorated in the bright blue, white, and yellow of the Swedish police. “Why don’t we drive while we talk, then?”


  Polo nodded. “Crease, you and Drew take a stroll,” he instructed as he followed Greta toward the car. “Atherton was working at the university—head over there, see what you can find out. We’ll hit his house and we’ll rendezvous after.” Agent Colyer hadn’t been in town long enough to check into a hotel or arrange for other lodgings.


  Beside him, Greta frowned. “It might be better to reverse that,” she suggested, her tone clear that she was more used to giving orders than offering advice. “The university is near the southwest edge of town, whereas your doctor was staying in a flat on this side of the river, an easy walk.”


  Polo took that in stride. “Fine. You heard the lady,” he instructed. “You take the house, we’ll hit the workplace.” That was one of the things that made him such an effective squad leader, his ability to make snap decisions but not careless ones, whereas R.C. sometimes second-guessed himself too much, Drew overthought everything, and Lobo and Colt didn’t think at all.


  Drew accepted the address from Greta, and she and R.C. watched as their three teammates piled into the car and drove off with her. “Get the feeling we just got the shit detail?” she asked after the exhaust had faded.


  R.C. grinned down at her. “Nah, are you kidding? The university’s a heavy-duty research center, full of eggheads and administrators. All we’ve got to deal with is some cranky old landlady.”


  Drew snorted but didn’t protest as she pulled the map back out and studied it. “This way,” she said finally, gesturing toward the highway that ran just below the police station. “He lives on the other side of that.”


  R.C. followed her, his longer legs catching up with her easily. “Too bad we don’t have to cross the river,” he commented, glancing at the broad, dark ribbon of water where it cut through the town a block past the highway. “I could do with a quick swim.” That got a chuckle out of her. Then they were dodging tall blondes again, and concentrating on where they were going.


  “Is every woman in this stupid country tall, blonde, and gorgeous?” Drew complained as yet another ash-blonde lovely sauntered by. R.C. glanced over at his teammate—his short, stocky, dark-haired teammate—and chuckled.


  “Feeling a little out of your league?” he teased. “Don’t worry, you’re not the only one.” He was getting a lot of glances as they walked along the boulevard, and he didn’t think it was entirely his good looks that were drawing attention. So far, Drew was right—all of the women and most of the men were pale and blonde. His own dark skin and close-cropped black hair made him stand out like a lump of coal in a bed of pearls.


  “At least you’re getting appreciative glances,” Drew retorted. “They look at you and they see a young Denzel Washington. They don’t even see me.” Which was true—none of the men they’d passed had given her a second glance. Though, to be fair, thus far they’d encountered a lot more women than men.


  “Here we go,” R.C. said, tactfully changing the subject. “1213 Salagatan.” The building was a handsome older brick house, tall and narrow like the others crowded in around it, and R.C. tugged on the pull for the old cast-iron bell that hung from an ornamental hook beside the curve-topped front door. Someone inside shouted, “Ja, välkommen!” and they heard bustling footsteps. A second later the door creaked open.


  “Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me,” Drew muttered under her breath.


  R.C. couldn’t blame her. The woman who’d answered the door had to be six feet tall even barefoot—which she was—and couldn’t be more than twenty-eight. Her long, white-blonde hair swung loose behind her, framing her pretty face and setting off her large, sky-blue eyes. A simple unbleached peasant blouse and comfortably faded jeans accentuated her willowy form. Even compared to the other women they’d seen this morning, she was stunning.


  “Yes? Can I help you?” Her voice was equally lovely, low and husky and rich and melodic as she studied the two of them, taking in their Army fatigues and unusual—for here—complexions.


  “Ms. Castren?” R.C. asked. “My name is Reed Hayes, and this is Nancy Decker.” He showed her his identification. “We’re from the U.S. Army, Military Intelligence. We’re here about Doctor Daniel Atherton.”


  “Oh?” A mild frown puckered her lips and creased her brow. “Daniel is not here—he is not at work?” She stepped back and let the door swing wide. “Please, come in.”


  “Thank you.” R.C. followed her inside, and Drew shut the door behind her as she entered last. “Ms. Castren—”


  “Annika,” she interrupted, eliciting a faint snort from Drew.


  “Annika.” Using her first name rewarded him with a radiant smile, and R.C. forced his mind to stay on-topic. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but Dr. Atherton has gone missing. No one has seen him at work for the past two days. You didn’t notice he wasn’t here?”


  “Vad?” Annika had led them down the hall and into a wide, airy living room, and now she sank down onto a low couch. “No, no—I have been busy and Daniel, he often leaves early and returns late. He is very dedicated, yes?” Her eyes were half-amused and half-admiring, and the thought flickered through R.C.’s head that a man would have to be incredibly dedicated to stay out late when a woman like this was at home waiting for him. Even if only as his landlady and neighbor. The concern in her voice, however, told him it had been a little more than that as she continued, “You think something bad has happened to him?”


  “That’s what we’re here to find out,” R.C. admitted. He noticed belatedly that Drew had not followed them into the living room, and suspected she was casing Atherton’s room while he spoke to Annika. That was fine—splitting their task would move things along more quickly, and he certainly didn’t object to chatting up the stunning woman in front of him. “Had Dr. Atherton been acting strange lately? Mentioned anything unusual at work? Anything like that?”


  “No, no.” Shaking her head made her long hair fly around her like a halo. “We barely see each other—sometimes he is home early enough we eat together, but most of the time it is only in passing that we say hello or good night.” Annika’s smile was definitely a little flirtatious now. “We are not . . . together, you see? I rent out a room to the University. They often give me visiting professors. Daniel has been here six months. He is a very good tenant, very quiet, very polite. A nice man. But he lives only for his work.” That look was smoldering now, saying that a man interested in more than just work might find himself very appreciated in this house.


  R.C. forced himself to glance around the room, if only to break her gaze. It was a handsome space, high ceilinged and white-walled, with paintings mounted along the walls and tall, arched windows letting in sunlight and fresh air. The furniture was modern, with lots of pale wood, but looked comfortable.


  “When was the last time you saw Dr. Atherton?” he asked when he was sure he had his voice under control. It was a good thing none of the others were here to see him nearly lose his cool over a pretty face—he’d never hear the end of it!


  Annika paused, unconsciously sucking in her lower lip as she thought, and R.C. imagined how many men had sighed seeing her do that. “Two—no, three days ago,” she declared finally. “In the morning. I had made crepes, and he had one with his coffee before he left for the day.” The sultry glance was back. “I am excellent at kokking.” It took him a moment to realize she’d said “cooking,” and he forced his mind out of the gutter with a supreme effort, glad Drew wasn’t there to hear this.


  “I’m sure you are.” He managed to keep his voice level, and conjured up images of Nance—tall, pretty, raven-haired Nance, with her wicked smile and laughing eyes—to battle any rising temptation. “So you didn’t see him at all that night?”


  “No, I was out late with friends,” she admitted, “and when I got home the house was dark. I thought he must have already been asleep, or not yet back.” She shrugged. “That happens often.” All flirtation was gone now, replaced by what he thought was genuine concern. “You think he is hurt, maybe? Or taken? Like the others?”


  That piqued his interest. “What others?”


  “There have been people missing,” Annika answered. “A few here and there, the last two months or so. It has been on the news—someone knew a young girl who vanished, someone else says their grandfather has disappeared. You think this happened to Daniel?”


  “I don’t know, but I promise you we’ll find out.” Drew had reappeared, and shook her head when R.C. glanced her way. Nothing upstairs. Damn. R.C. pulled a card from his pocket. “If you think of anything else, please give me a call,” he said, offering Annika the card and telling himself it was only for the purposes of the mission.


  “I will, thank you.” Her answering smile as she took it, and the way her hand lingered in his, said she knew better. “Yes, I will call, I think.” He was fairly sure her English was good enough that she knew exactly what she was saying.


  “Thank you so much for your time,” he told her as Drew led the way back down the hall. Annika followed behind them, and he had to force himself not to stare—framed in the unlit hall, she almost seemed to glow. “You’ve been a big help.”


  “I hope you find him,” she said as they exited and she stopped at the portal. “I hope Daniel is okay.” Now the smile was back. “And I hope to see you again soon, Mr. Reed Hayes.”


  “Likewise.” The word slipped out, and Annika’s throaty laugh followed him as he turned and walked away, chasing Drew who was all but sprinting.


  “Get a room,” she muttered when he caught up to her two doors away. “Oh wait, I forgot—she has a whole house. You’re all set.” Her smile was sharp and nasty. “I’m sure Nancy won’t mind.”


  They both knew better than that, and R.C. let the rebuke force his mind back to the problem at hand. “So, nothing upstairs?”


  Drew was immediately all-business again. “No, his room’s clean. He’s a tidy sort—bed’s made, clothes’re put away, not a lot of personal affects. Definitely hasn’t been tossed, definitely hasn’t been slept in for a night or two, definitely didn’t have any secrets that I could see.”


  “A dead end.” R.C. frowned, going back over Annika’s words. “But it sounds like he probably disappeared overnight, assuming he left work as usual three nights ago. And it sounds like he isn’t the only one.” He recounted Annika’s tale of other missing people.


  “So this could be a serial killer, or gang activity,” Drew suggested. “Atherton may have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  “Could be. Which would make our job less stressful,” R.C. agreed. “We wouldn’t have to worry about sensitive information being leaked, at least.” He shook his head. “But that doesn’t explain Agent Colyer. And how does a place this small and this quiet have several people go missing in such a short time?”


  Drew grinned again. “Why don’t we go find that nice policewoman and ask her?”


  R.C. laughed. “I’ve got a better idea.” He pulled out his Sat phone, gesturing toward a nearby café as he dialed. “I’ll fill Polo in, and he can ask her. While we grab some lunch.”


  His partner’s smile went from nasty to pleased in a heartbeat. One thing Drew always enjoyed was good food. “Sounds like a plan to me,” she agreed as they wandered over to a sunny outdoor table and flagged down a waiter. “Who says this job is all bad?


  R.C., busy telling the team leader what they’d learned, didn’t bother to reply.


  The Army had secured them rooms near a nice little park on Idunagatan, a short ways north of the police station and the river and just below the older part of town, and they’d decided to reconvene there. The building itself was ugly, apparently a holdover from Russian architects in the 50s, big and blocky and grey, and the rooms had bare concrete walls and gray concrete floors, with plain furniture and no personal touches. But that was a lot nicer than most of the accommodations they’d had to put up with, and there were three bedrooms jutting from a large central living room and an adjoining kitchen and bathroom, all of them scrupulously clean. When R.C. and Drew walked in their three teammates were sprawled on chairs and sofas in the living room, and they quickly joined them.


  “Good call,” Polo acknowledged as R.C. took a sleek wooden rocking chair. “Greta wasn’t too happy that we knew about the other disappearances, and tried to play them off as unconnected, but she’s too good a cop to really buy into that. Plus it’s been all over the news here, so she couldn’t very well hide the details once I asked. They’ve had five people go missing in the past two months, including Atherton and Colyer. The six months before that? One, and he turned up a week or two later.” Polo shook his head, the thin afternoon sunlight catching on his polished scalp. He wasn’t much older than the rest of them, but command and the baldness and the white in his neatly cropped beard made him look a least a decade their senior. “Something’s definitely going on here, and it’s not about our guy at all.”


  “Yeah, he left work late that night as usual,” Colt added, “seemed perfectly fine, said he was heading home. Just never turned up.”


  “So we’ve got to retrace his steps,” Drew pointed out. “Do we know where the others disappeared? Any chance we can compare their paths, see if they had someplace in common?” She was the best detective on the team, hence her nickname. That and her habit of sketching caricatures of the people they’d met along the way. She’d already doodled one of Annika on the napkin at the café, and she showed it off to Lobo and Colt now, with a hushed promise to tell them all about it later. Both guys hooted and grinned at R.C., and he did his best to ignore them.


  “Greta’s getting us the files on the others,” Polo’s calm voice cut through the shenanigans, bringing them all back to the task at hand. “We should have them in the morning. But apparently the first few barely got any attention; they just seemed like isolated incidents. So now we’re working with months-old data, any evidence is long since gone, and all the trails are stone cold.”


  Drew nodded, setting the napkin sketch aside for now. “What about Colyer? He’s the most recent disappearance, right?”


  “He is, but we don’t have any more to go on there than with Atherton,” Polo answered. “He spent the day at the lab talking to Atherton’s colleagues and checking security logs and video footage, just like we did. Then he went out for a walk, and that was the last anyone saw of him.”


  “So we stick with Atherton,” R.C. suggested. “He’s the most recent case among the people actually living and working here, so his trail’s the freshest we’ve got. And he’s our primary concern anyway.”


  “Chances of finding him alive are muy malo,” Lobo threw in. “Five people, two months, and no calls for ransom? This ain’t kidnapping, no how.” It amused him to play the role of the uneducated Hispanic. R.C. knew from the personnel files that Lobo actually spoke five languages and held degrees in botany, animal husbandry, and geography. He’d joined the Army because he wanted to see the world, and MI had snatched him up the second they’d seen his test scores. Between those and his uncanny aim and a talent for moving like a ghost, he’d been a natural scout.


  Poor grammar aside, everyone else nodded along with Lobo’s assessment. They could rule out kidnapping, it seemed. That wasn’t a good thing, though. If it was a serial, Atherton could still be alive but that wasn’t a definite—it depended on the killer’s M.O. Some liked to play with their victims for a few days first. If it was a gang, one of the many that had infested Stockholm of late, he was already dead. R.C. wasn’t sure there were any other possibilities at this point.


  “What’s the plan, bossman?” Colt asked, and Polo rubbed a hand over his face but managed a weary smile. Colt loved to ask for direction whenever he didn’t want to make a decision himself or didn’t already have something in mind. Otherwise he just bulled ahead until somebody dragged him back in line. That someone being Polo or R.C., or both of them at once.


  “We follow our pet detective’s suggestion for now.” Polo nodded at Drew. “We go back to the University and try our best to recreate Atherton’s path hone, see if we spy anything worth a second look. Beyond that, there’s not much we can do until we see those files.”


  Lobo and Colt were already on their feet, and R.C. reluctantly stood as well. “Think we can get a ride this time?” he asked as they all headed toward the door. The cobbled streets were hard on the feet.


  Behind him, Polo chuckled. “Sorry, Crease, it’s strictly foot-power for now. But at least the scenery’s nice.”


  “Oh joy,” Drew complained as they stepped out into the hall and headed for the stairs. “More tall, blonde goddesses to make me feel inadequate.”


  “I was talking about the parks and the river,” Polo corrected. “But sure, that too.”


  Their laughter echoed through the stairwell and followed them outside.


  “It is pretty,” Drew admitted as they traipsed through the botanical garden, circling its large central fountain and eyeing the paths that cut through the rest of the greenery. “But haven’t these people ever heard of public transportation?”


  “¿Por que?” Lobo replied from a short ways ahead. “The weather’s perfect, the paths are wide, and they’re clearly not in any hurry, chica.” Which was true—none of the people had the same frantic bustle they’d seen in so many other places, particularly major cities. Life here clearly moved at a more relaxed pace. R.C. wondered if he could ever get used to something like that. But no, more likely it would drive him crazy.


  They’d actually caught a taxi out to the university, just to speed up the process, and now they were working their way back toward Atherton’s flat. So far there’d been nothing unusual. But they weren’t even a hundred percent sure he’d come this way. It was the most direct route back, but that didn’t guarantee it was the one he’d taken. Unfortunately, though he’d gotten along well enough with his fellow researchers, Daniel Atherton had apparently been a private man, not much given to close friendships. He’d never invited any of his colleagues home with him, and he’d always arrived and left alone, so there was no certainty which way he went. They were flying blind and hoping for the best.


  “Why’s this place called the Linnéanum, anyway?” Colt asked. He’d taken up the rear out of habit, with Lobo scouting and the other three ranged between them.


  “It’s after Carl von Linné, also known as Carl Linnaeus,” Drew answered. Leave it to her to read up on the place beforehand! “He was a scholar and a scientist, back in the day. His thing was botany, which is why these gardens are named for him. He actually named most of the modern plants.”


  The others nodded, and R.C. glanced around with a new appreciation. Then he noticed what was up ahead. “Whoa, you don’t think Atherton went through there, do you?” Even after all these years stationed in Europe, the sight of a castle still thrilled him, and this one was large and handsome, almost more like an oversized manor house than an old-style keep. It was also directly in their path.


  Polo shook his head. “Not likely. He was too practical—he’d take the quickest route around.” He gestured north. “We go that way, cut past the castle, and head to the river.” The others nodded and picked up the pace. It was getting dark out, and despite the pleasant old-fashioned street lamps none of them were really expecting to find much along the way. Still, it was perfect weather and taking a stroll sure beat being cooped up twiddling their thumbs all night.


  “Good thing he liked to go everywhere on foot,” Colt muttered as they crossed the street between the garden and the castle grounds. “If he was the kind to take cabs everywhere, we’d be screwed.”


  R.C. nodded. Atherton had apparently like to walk home to clear his head; that was one thing the others had learned from their earlier trip to the university. It wasn’t much, but it was something.


  Past the castle, the blocks became smaller, the roads older and narrower, the houses closer together. They followed Drottninggatan to the river and across it, then turned north onto Ostra Agatan, planning to take that to the next block and then cut west again. That street, St. Persgatan, would take them straight to Salagatan and Atherton’s flat.


  As they crossed over the water, R.C. noticed a little slice of greenery between the deep blue of the water and the pale gray of the road. It was a narrow footpath between the river and the concrete. Perfect for a wandering scientist lost in thought.


  Drew had spotted it as well. “Check this out,” she called, and the others stopped at once. Lobo circled back and Colt caught up. “Think maybe he walked here on his way home?”


  “Could have,” Polo agreed. “It’s still on his way, and it’d be nicer than taking the sidewalk. Good eye, Drew. Lobo, any signs?”


  Lobo was already crouched down, studying the grass and dirt. “Definitely seen some visitors in the past few days,” he agreed after a moment, straightening up again, “but I can’t say verdad who or when. Could be our boy, could be some other hombre entirely.”


  “Well, it’s worth checking out.” Polo frowned. “I’d hate to miss anything along the sidewalk if he did go that route, though. Okay, Drew and Colt, you two take the sidewalk. Crease and Lobo, you’re with me on the grass.”


  “Why do they get the greenery and we get the concrete?” Colt half-whined as they split up.


  “Because I’m second in command, and Lobo’s got wolf senses,” R.C. shot back. Colt shook his head, but R.C. knew his teammate wasn’t really upset. Complaining was just something to pass the time.


  As it was, they were only twenty feet apart as they walked, so the two groups maintained a running banter even as they kept their eyes peeled. They’d covered most of the distance to the narrow footbridge that crossed the water at the next block when Lobo stopped and held up a hand. The rest of them instantly froze and fell silent.


  “There’s something—or someone—over there,” he whispered, his words reaching them easily in the still night air. “Just under the bridge. Muy grande, too—big enough to be a man, definitely.”


  “There aren’t any wild animals in the area, beyond a few stray cats and dogs,” Drew offered softly, and as one they reached for their pistols, undoing the safety straps and loosening the weapons in their holsters. “No homeless either, though.”


  “Well, maybe the census missed one,” R.C. replied. He glanced at Polo, who nodded and gestured for all of them to move forward. They did, Drew and Colt angling down to converge with the rest near the base of the bridge. It was older than the one they’d crossed, made entirely of weathered wood and only wide enough for a three or four people to cross side by side. Glancing up, R.C. could see night sky through gaps in the planks, but not much else. The bridge didn’t have any lights along it, apparently, and the shadows beneath it were extreme. Only Lobo’s sharp eyes would have been able to pick out the shape mounded there in the darkness from as far away as they’d been, and even now R.C. could just make out a vague outline where the shadows had more texture than their surroundings.


  “Hello?” Polo called out as they stopped ten feet from the mound. “Sir? Ma’am?” He was always polite, was Polo. That was part of the reason for his nickname, because he always seemed so clean-cut.


  The darkness shifted slightly, a shudder or a passing breeze, and R.C. automatically drew his pistol, holding it down at his side with both hands wrapped securely around the grip, ready to raise and shoot if necessary. It was probably just some bum, or even an artsy type communing with nature, but something about the shadows and the bulk he could only barely make out within them was making him uneasy. He could tell by the way his teammates shifted their feet that they felt the same way.


  “Hello?” Polo tried again. “Sir, can you hear me? I’m going to have to ask you to—”


  And then the shadows erupted into motion.


  Hands. That was all R.C. could register in that first second. A pair of hands, large ones—larger than any he’d seen, larger than the gorillas at the zoo—emerged from that strange shape on long, thick, hairy arms. They blurred as they shot forward, straight at Polo, one to either side, and no one had time to do more than gasp before they had closed around the team leader’s head with a sickening crunch. Then they had twisted, and R.C. saw his friend and commanding officer flung to one side like a rag doll, to strike the river with a loud splash and vanish into its dark waters. Just like that, in the time it took to blink, Polo was gone.


  “Bloody hell!” Lobo was the first to react, accident vanishing from surprise, his gun already rising. The bright flash of the muzzle left afterimages in R.C.’s eyes as two, three, four bullets slammed into that shadowy figure, racing past those massive hands to strike the person attached to them. There was a loud, low rumble, grating like rocks scraping together, and the hands curled into fists the size of beach balls but weighty as boulders. Their assailant must have been tall because one of those fists launched out of the shadows and struck Lobo full in the chest, sending him flying backward ten feet or more. He sailed over the demarcation between grass and concrete and hit the sidewalk hard—in the quiet after the gunfire R.C. thought he heard the air explode out of his friend’s lungs, and the dull impact of bone striking ground. Lobo twitched but didn’t move otherwise.


  “Take him down!” R.C. shouted, unloading his entire clip into the space where he was sure the monstrous figure stood. Drew and Colt were doing the same, and for a few seconds the air was thick with smoke and sound and light as the bullets flew. The rumble from under the bridge grew louder, but if it was a roar or a cry, R.C. couldn’t hear any indication of pain. When his gun clicked, the slide still open, he lowered the weapon and took a step back, then another.


  “Reload!” he ordered, “but don’t get within reach of him!” His two remaining teammates nodded and retreated alongside him, each of them ejecting their spent clips and pulling fresh ones from the straps on their belts. They raised their guns again but before they could fire, the shadows gathered themselves and leaped—


  —further under the bridge. Toward the water.


  “No!” R.C. starting shooting again, but the dark blur had already sunk into the river with a mighty splash and vanished beneath its night-dark surface. He ran to the bank and peered down, scanning the immediate area as the disturbance subsided, but saw no air bubbles, no strange new currents, nothing to indicate where the stranger had gone.


  Nothing to show where Polo had gone, either.


  After another minute he backed away from the river and turned back toward the bridge and the sidewalk beyond, though he kept his pistol in hand and half an eye toward the water. He wasn’t about to be surprised again. Colt was scanning the area on the other side, his weapon also at the ready, but Drew had rushed to Lobo’s side and was kneeling beside their fallen comrade. She checked him for a pulse, for pupil dilation, for breathing, but finally she glanced up, met R.C.’s eye, and shook her head.


  Damn.


  “Who the hell was that guy?” Colt demanded, his voice actually wavering for the first time since R.C.’d met him. “Did you get a good look at him?”


  R.C. shook his head. “All I saw clearly were those hands,” he admitted. “And that was enough.” A shudder slid through him at the image of those massive appendages, hairy and thick with fingernails like spearheads. And his stomach roiled as the image became that of those hands squeezing Polo’s head like a grape.


  He was sure Polo was dead as well. He’d been dead before he’d hit the water, most likely, his skull crushed like an eggshell. The river had merely finished the job.


  “We need backup,” R.C. said. He pulled his Sat phone from his pocket, using it one-handed so he didn’t have to holster his pistol. He wasn’t sure he was ever going to put the gun down again. When he connected to a local operator, he asked for the police, citing emergency. A police operator picked up a second later and R.C. gave his name, rank, Army affiliation, and squad number, than asked for Assistant Chief of Police Greta Hopberst. “We’re also going to need a forensics team,” he told the officer, “and a coroner’s van.”


  While he waited for the policewoman to answer, R.C. relived the encounter, searching his memory for clues. But the shadowy figure had never spoken. And he’d never emerged from the shadows, either. Well, at least not all of him. R.C. could certainly describe the hands well enough. He was pretty sure he’d see them again tonight as soon as he closed his eyes.


  Whatever that guy had looked like, whatever he was on, he hadn’t been your average homeless person. And if those arms and hands were any indication he was at least basketball-player tall, maybe bigger. He should stick out like a sore thumb.


  Assuming he was stupid enough to go among other people, instead of just disappearing into the woods around the city. The river could carry him right out of Uppsala proper, and once he was that far away he’d be impossible to find.


  But somehow R.C. didn’t think they’d have to worry about the strange figure disappearing for good. Instead he had a bad feeling their troubles with this guy were just beginning.


  “No.”


  “You can’t just say no,” Drew argued for the tenth time. “We need to call this in.”


  “And I’m saying no,” R.C. replied again. “At least, not yet.”


  “Why not?” she demanded, ever the stickler. “What good is delaying it going to do?”


  It was Colt who answered. “It’ll give us time to find that sumbitch and put him down like the rabid dog he is!” His knuckles whitened as his grip on the table he was leaning against tightened, and for a second R.C. wondered if the blonde wood might snap beneath the other man’s grip.


  They were back in the apartment. Greta had shown up five minutes after R.C. had spoken with her, a full team in tow. The first trick had been to talk that team down from shooting them—the Swedes took their security seriously, and her officers hadn’t reacted well to the sight of three U.S. Army officers standing in the aftermath of an obvious firefight with weapons drawn. R.C. had been forced to grit his teeth and surrender his weapon, as had Drew and Colt, before Greta could get her own men to lower theirs. She’d quickly put her officers to work securing the area, which R.C. suspected was as much to keep them busy as for any real concern of a breach. Then she’d left her forensics experts to inspect the scene and her pathologist to remove Lobo’s body while she’d quickly but thoroughly debriefed R.C., Drew, and Colt, each alone and then all together. Even after going over their stories a third and fourth time, however, it had been obvious that she didn’t really believe them.


  “Five armed soldiers,” she had mused out loud, “all of you experienced with combat, and some homeless man under a bridge kills two of you, evades capture, and escapes? You should appreciate the fact that I find that hard to believe.”


  “Oh, but someone big enough and powerful enough to crush a man’s head with his bare hands, punch another man ten feet or more with a single blow, and toss a full-sized man as easily as a baseball, that’s easy?” Drew had snapped, what little tact she normally possessed worn away by grief and fatigue. “And if you’re willing to buy the one, why not the other?”


  Behind them, one of the forensics team—an older man, wiry and stooped with wispy white hair—had glanced up at Drew’s tirade. He’d mouthed something that looked like “yacht” and crossed himself, then noticed R.C. watching him, shook his head, and looked away, focusing again on the job.


  “I’m not saying I swallow any of that either,” Greta had told Drew bluntly, though not harshly R.C. had seen the sympathy in her eyes when she’d arrived and spotted Lobo lying there lifeless on the sidewalk. “Obviously you found something or someone, and just as obviously you lost one, maybe two of your own dealing with it.” She’d sighed. “If you told me it was a gang, I might believe you—we don’t often get that sort of thing here but I know Stockholm does, and we’re less than an hour away. If you said it was a wild animal, I might accept that—there are wild boar out in the countryside, and one of those could easily savage a man, though what it would be doing here so far into the city is a puzzle.” Her gaze had drifted to Lobo’s now-shrouded body. “But a man—just one, no matter how big—who could do all this to you and get away? That’s where I’m having trouble.”


  “Okay, fine,” R.C. had answered before Drew or Colt could say anything further. “It was a gang. Ten of them, all heavily armed. They were conducting what looked like a drug deal here under the bridge, saw us approaching, spooked, and opened fire. We were forced to take cover, and in those intervening seconds they must have gotten away.” He’d spread his hands wide. “Can we go now?” He’d felt the confused gazes his teammates were giving him, but knew they’d trust him enough to let him play this his way.


  Greta had studied him for a second, then nodded. “Yes, you may go. Don’t go far, however. We still need to check your story against the evidence—we’re not too fond of people firing weapons within our city, even if they’re members of an allied nation’s armed forces.” She paused for a second, and when she spoke again her voice was slightly softer, less the hardened police officer. “And be careful—your guns will need to go back to the station for ballistics matches but if whoever you startled holds a grudge, they may be coming after you.”


  “I doubt it,” Drew had muttered as they left. “We’re the last people he’d want to see right now.” Still, her tone had said she wouldn’t mind a rematch.


  R.C. was counting on that now.


  “Look, it was one guy,” he reminded her, trying to ignore memory flashes of hands too big and arms too long to belong to any normal man. “Yes, he’s impossibly huge and incredibly dangerous. We were careless, unprepared, and Polo and Lobo paid the price for that.” He had to choke past their names, but he forced himself to continue. “But we’re ready for him now. We can take him. We need to take him—we have to finish this ourselves. It’s how the others would have wanted it.”


  Colt was nodding. “He ain’t gettin’ within arm’s reach this time,” he declared. “We’ll just blow him away from fifty feet or more, leave nothing but ash and cinders.” He patted the bag on the table behind him now. It was one of the team’s go bags, and it held, among other things, Cole’s favorite long-range weapon—a combination grenade launcher and automatic rifle loaded with incendiary rounds.


  Drew was weakening, but she offered one last protest. “What’s MI going to do when they hear we didn’t call in immediately?” she asked. “We lost our team leader and one of our squad! We should report that!”


  “And we will,” R.C. assured her. “Do you think I want them to be buried out here as random casualties? No, of course not. Once this is all over we’ll file a full report, MI will send a clean-up crew from Wiesbaden, they’ll retrieve Polo’s body, and both of them will be flown home and buried at Arlington with full honors. But we can’t have someone else wandering in and taking over this mission. Not now. We need to handle this ourselves.”


  There was a tense pause, but finally she nodded. “Okay, okay. You know I want this guy as much as you do. I just don’t want to throw our careers away over it. Polo wouldn’t want that, either.” She cracked a smile. “Lobo might.” He’d been the rebel of the group, and R.C. fought back the wave of grief at the thought of never hearing his friend complain about rules and regulations again.


  “So we’re agreed,” he stated instead. “We suit up, full assault gear, go find this”—his brain said “monster” but he refused to acknowledge that— “killer and put him down, then we notify Washington.” Colt and Drew both nodded.


  “We’ll need to be careful,” Drew warned, ever the practical one. “The kind of gear we’re talking about, that’s practically an international incident waiting to happen.”


  “Plus we could get shot down by the cops if they spot us,” Colt added. “You see the stuff they were carrying for everyday use? Makes SWAT look like English bobbies!”


  “I did,” R.C. acknowledged, “and we’ll definitely have to watch our step. But we’re MI, right? We’re trained for battlefield insertion. How hard can it be to dodge a couple of beat cops, even well-armed ones?” His teammates nodded, puffed up a little as he’d hoped. Triggering their corps pride would help them focus on something besides anger and grief. He was trying to do the same.


  “I guess at least we know what happened to Atherton, and probably those others who went missing,” Drew pointed out as they began opening go bags and pulling out replacement pistols, flak vests, grenades, assault rifles, and other implements. “That . . . thing obviously killed them.”


  “Definitely.” Thinking about the strange figure they’d fought, and the locale, made R.C. remember something else. “What’s ‘yacht’ mean in Swedish?” he asked.


  “Do you want to know how to say ‘yacht’ in Swedish, or do you mean what would the Swedish word ‘yacht’ mean in English?” Drew asked immediately. Sometimes it scared him how fast her mind moved.


  “The second one,” he answered once he’d worked out what she meant. “One of the forensics guyed muttered it tonight. Then he crossed himself.”


  “Swell,” Colt muttered. “You found a religious nutjob. Congratulations.” Colt didn’t hold much with organized religion.


  “No I got the feeling even saying that word made him nervous,” R.C. explained. “And I want to know why.”


  Drew frowned and flipped up her laptop. “If it’s a Swedish word, it probably starts with a ‘j’ instead of a ‘y,’” she stated. “So it’d actually be more like ‘jatte.’ Could be relevant—let’s
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