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“The Seventy-first Spirit is Dantalion. He is a Duke Great and Mighty, appearing in the Form of a Man with many Countenances, all Men’s and Women’s Faces; and he hath a Book in his right hand. His Office is to teach all Arts and Sciences unto any; and to declare the Secret Counsel of any one; for he knoweth the Thoughts of all Men and Women, and can change them at his Will. He can cause Love, and show the Similitude of any person, and show the same by a Vision, let them be in what part of the World they Will. He governeth 36 Legions of Spirits; and this is his Seal.”

S. L. MacGregor Mathers, A. Crowley, The Goetia: The Lesser Key of Solomon the King (1904). 1995 reprint: ISBN 0-87728-847-X.
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1

A Realm of Shadows

I’m not handing them over ’til I’m sure you’re good for it. DarkSend only, Ericka typed, eyes welded to her screens, the lone source of light, a bright pool that barely reached the walls of the borrowed ops room.

The response was instant. I need them now. The boat will be here tomorrow. We agreed. You can’t just jack the price on me. I got customers waiting.

FBI Assistant Special Agent in Charge Ericka Blackwood cocked her head as she responded. She had to keep him talking, give him a chance to slip up. That’s too bad for you. These girls are still fresh. I can sell them anywhere. I’m not a fucking charity.

Her partner Special Agent Tim O’Connell snorted from the darkness behind her, and she shot him a feral look over her shoulder. He glanced at his monitor, speaking in his thick Manchester-Irish accent. “We’re still good. I don’t think they’ve figured it out.” He leaned in to look over her shoulder, placing a fresh coffee on the table beside her. The screen’s glow highlighted his craggy features, the deep scar on his right cheek running from his beard to his hairline, bisecting his brow.

Without taking her eyes from the screen, Ericka leaned back reaching for her cup, tipping her head for a generous gulp, braced by the heat in her throat. “He’s using the same VPN as this morning. The stream’s clean. No precise location data. He’s in the city somewhere, but that’s as tight as I’ve got right now.” She sipped again, waiting while their quarry typed his response.

The two local FBI agents craned their necks to see from behind them, watching the screens. One shook his head with a humorless smile; the other was still, grim-faced. They were in over their heads, forced to stand and watch since she and Tim had arrived at the FBI field office in Portland, Agents Ralston and Chung, pacing like wolves, waiting for a signal from the pack leader. Ericka and Tim had come straight from the airport and hadn’t left the building since.

The text window flashed the target’s response. Isn’t my rep good for anything? You got your cash last time. Why are you fucking with me? Ericka nibbled her lower lip as she stared at the seized tablet lying on the battered table. It was hooked to her machines with several cables, like a dying patient on life support. No time to go through it and look for past deals, she’d just had time to break the device encryption. Twelve hours since the Oregon agents had arrested its owner, isolating the device so it couldn’t hook up to anything. They had taken his ‘shipment’ of young women into protective custody hours before they were to embark for China via the Philippines. The man in custody was a local goon, little more than a trumped-up pimp. If they didn’t flush the buyers out soon, they’d have to start over.

Ericka glanced at the locals. “How much longer do we have before his lawyer gets there?”

The taller agent, Ralston, glanced at his mobile and shrugged. Worry etched his face, an officer deeply invested in his work. He’d barely left the room since they arrived. “No more than an hour now.”

As soon as his lawyer left cells and got his mobile back, they were blown. Ericka stared at Ralston, her mind racing through options, coming up empty. “We can’t break their VPN by then and we don’t have time to scour his data well enough to impersonate him believably for much longer. Anything you can think of about these guys that your prisoner would know?” Tricking him took information, whatever the source, she needed something. Breaking into their technology was just the first step; now she needed to peer into their heads.

Ralston leaned close as he spoke, the smell of stale sweat and coffee filling the air. “Nothing. He’s not gonna spill. We didn’t even know there was more than one local group selling until you cracked that thing.” Ericka caught the wince—hard for this one to ask for help.

She slumped into her seat, turning to Tim where he leaned back in the worn, government-issue chair. “Think these guys sample the goods?” She cringed at her own mental image. They had nothing to lose. As soon as their target knew police had taken the snakehead goon down, he would vanish. It might be years before they picked him up again. Dark web middlemen were always the hardest, but it was what they did and why they were here.

Tim shrugged, leaning forward in his chair towards her. “Never heard of one who doesn’t.”

The question came from behind her. “What are you going to do?”

Ericka turned to answer the shorter agent, Chung, who sat on another table against the wall, arms folded across his muscular chest, shirt wet-stained in the armpits. She gestured with her chin towards the screen. “Shoot him a bait pic that’ll send me his location if he opens it. Sometimes I can load software too. A long shot but I’ll try and work them a bit first to whet their appetites.” She leaned back, lifting her fingers from the keyboard. “Are any of the girls still in the building?”

Ralston nodded, still gazing at her screen. “Just the youngest, waiting for placement. She’s the one who escaped and tipped us off. Gutsy kid. Why?” He turned to her, eyes narrowed.

Ericka stood up, tugging on her leather jacket, gesturing to Tim to stay on the monitors. “I need to talk to her. Does she speak English?”

Chung nodded. “She does.”

Ericka gestured to him. “Let’s go.”

*

The girl was just a frightened child, delicate features hard, eyes projecting dread. Ericka sat on the edge of the coffee table across from the worn couch, stomach cramping. The social worker closed the door to the witness room with more force than was necessary, making the girl flinch. This kid could be no more than seventeen, wiping a tear from her cheek as she met Ericka’s stare, wearing borrowed clothes so large they swam on her. Ericka forced a smile, knowing her probing blue eyes and hawk-like features could be intimidating. The harsh fluorescent lighting and stark, police station décor didn’t help.

“I know this is hard, but I need your help. I’m Ericka. No one will know what you tell me. Do you understand?” The girl nodded, her expression unchanged. “Do you know anything about where you were going, what you were going to be doing?” Her gaze dropped to the floor, but the kid said nothing. Okay, she understood. “Will you tell me your name?” A shake of the head with an instant of defiant eye contact, shifting her weight. “Anything you can tell me about the men you were being taken to? There are other girls we need to help.”

That got a reaction. Fierce tears welled up while the jaw set. “I know that. My sister left two days ago. When we came here they told us we would be cleaning in hotels, but we ended up working the trade. Now she’s on her way to China, sold as a wife to someone in a shithole village who can’t do better than very used goods like us.” Flawless, accented English, very surprising.

“What’s her name?”

“Bopha. She’s twenty.”

Ericka nodded. That was something she could use. “When were you to leave?”

“Our ship was supposed to be here tomorrow.”

Ericka looked down, forcing herself to breathe, wincing at the matter-of-fact description of her sister’s fate. The kid’s look of naïve resolve brought it bubbling up, straining against mental discipline. A memory of her own sister now weathered by time and failure. She peered into the haunted brown eyes, forcing calm into her voice, gripping the girl’s shoulder. “You’ll see her soon.” Ericka stood up, forcing a rigid posture, waiting until she was in the hallway alone to let go of the gasps.

*

Tim leaned back from the terminal as she strode into the room, shaking his head to indicate nothing had happened. Avoiding eye contact with the others, she dropped into her seat, typing fast. These girls are worth the extra money. Two of them are really something special. Fuck, can hardly keep from helping myself. Bopha’s little sister is one of them, a real beauty. Worth a fortune to your guy. Ask him.

His replies were instant now. Pussy is pussy. I don’t need to ask him. He’s looking in. Where they’re going, they won’t be beautiful long. Chilled inside, Ericka could sense her prey eyeing the bait, salivating, craving it. Minutes passed. But pretty affects the price for sure.

The surge of adrenaline made her skin tingle and she shifted in her chair. The bastard was going to bite. The agents behind her let out the breaths they’d been holding. She’s eighteen, but she looks lots younger than that to me. Real skinny, like a schoolgirl. She waited, muscles tense, working the mind of her prey, worried how long the answer was taking.

The flash of the text window caught her eye. My guy wants to see pics.

Ericka let out an explosive breath. They’d just been having a side bar. She typed again, a grim smile betraying her excited focus. She glanced at Tim as he nodded agreement. Gimme a sec while I take some. Where do you want me to send them?

An instant reply this time. Usual drop box.

She looked back to Tim, but he was already typing, searching the seized tablet. Two minutes passed. “There are six file transfer accounts on here. No idea which one he means.”

They were going to have to take some chances. Ericka turned her head to talk over her shoulder to the local agents. “We don’t have time to figure it out. I’ll send to all of them assuming he wasn’t smart enough to set one up as a tripwire. Let’s hope he saved his passwords, I might not have time to find them.” Her fingers danced over the console, using a copy of the tablet’s data loaded into a ‘virtual machine’ on her computer. This software allowed her to mimic the tablet’s digital profile using her own equipment, seeing what he would see on his own device. She scanned the data before uploading the bait and typing in the message window. They’re up, all yours.

Tim turned to look at the locals. “We’ll be able to tell when they take it.”

Ralston pulled his chair tight behind Ericka, close enough she could feel his body heat on her back. “What will they see when they open it?”

Ericka answered without taking her eyes from the screen. “A fake error message telling them the file was corrupted during transfer. How fast it works or whether it does at all depends on what they’ve got loaded for security. It has a worm embedded in it. It will pull software from one of our servers, which broadcasts the bad guy’s IP to us over the clear web, routed around his security. If we don’t get anything in five minutes, we’re done.” She turned to look at Chung. “The first group went out of here on a boat two days ago. You’ll want to figure which ships are possibilities and get the navy or the coast guard after them.”

Tim slapped the table, his voice raised with excitement. “There’s one. Running it now.” They crowded behind his screen as he turned to speak. “Baxter building, main branch of the library. Using public Wi-Fi. Better get some locals down there and tell them to secure all the security video for the last three hours!”

“Shit! They’ve gone offline. Might have figured it out.” Ericka drummed her fingers on the edge of the table. Ralston’s eyes were wide as he stared at her. She scanned the drop box accounts, opening the one displaying completed file transfers. One showed a transfer to a contact, someone who called himself Tighty. She scanned the seized tablet again, not daring to hope its owner was that stupid. But he was. Two of his social media contacts used the same handle, likely the same guy. She opened an account and clicked on his friend Tighty. A grinning, corpulent face appeared in the profile pic. She let out the breath she had been holding. This is what it was all about—he could be in cells by evening.

She addressed Ralston. “This is probably one of your guys. No location though. I don’t think it’s good enough to run facial recognition software.” Chung was on his mobile steering local police into Portland’s main library.

Ralston’s smile was forbidding as he stared at the picture, eyes hard, a sheen of perspiration betraying his excitement. He appeared to be breathing again, anticipating how this was going to end. “No need. Mr. Kang and I go way back. I was wondering just last week where he was going to turn up next.”

Tim touched her wrist. “We’re getting account data from this Kang guy, but he has location services turned off. Hoovered his credentials though. He must have needed to make a call. We’ve heated them up for sure.”

Ericka blew out a sharp breath, fingers pounding keys, tension flooding out of her, sure of the bust now. “Well let’s fix that.” She opened a connection to his web account, toggling through the target’s settings, changing and saving his selections. A few seconds passed before she gestured towards the screen showing GPS numbers. Done, she had him, oh yes. “Right in the middle of terminal six at the main docks, standing there now.” The locals left at a run, both gesturing to no one as they shouted into their phones.

Ericka spun her chair to look at her partner, poking at him with her boot. “And that’s that. That’s all we can do for now.” She stared at Tim, lounging back in her chair, a lioness whose latest kill lay cooling in the shade behind her. She turned back to her screen, concentrating on relaxing and bringing her heart rate down, resisting the urge to wipe the film of sweat from her face. She nodded towards the picture. “As soon as they scoop Einstein there, let’s go home.”

*

Back now from chasing garden-variety criminals in Oregon. The red-eye back to Virginia and her real quarry: following digital trails through cloaked servers and hidden pathways. Ericka pulled the dark strands of hair out of her face and stuffed them into her hairclip. Sitting in front of an array of dimmed monitors, she nestled into a non-government-issue chair, two small space heaters whirring, each covering half of the L-shaped station. Headphones and virtual-reality goggles rested on a gleaming surface, spotless like a high-end hotel lobby. Narrow ground-level windows like gun slits peered up at leafless trees. Their shared office smelled of dust and overheated electronics accented with the remains of fast food waiting for garbage day.

For some targets, dangle the bait, caress the ego, promise the flesh or money they crave, and they lunge out, all caution forgotten. Amateur-hour predators unable to control their lusts. All their careful hiding, routing through proxy servers and cloaks of multi-level encryption lost when they step into the light to claim their prize. She sighed, remembering the video of the girls as light splashed on their wide-eyed faces when the hatch was pried open, coast guard flashlights illuminating their terrified features. She couldn’t save them all but every single one counted.

They weren’t all that easy. There were uncaught monsters below, master hackers, jihadis, digital specters. She had seen the silhouettes of their tracks in the data, felt her nose wrinkle involuntarily at the vague scent of their passing, perceived their scat on servers where they had loitered for a time. They lurked in the unlit spaces beneath concealing layers of encryption; behind shifting, dead-end walls of virtual networks leading nowhere. Networks that reconfigured themselves on regimented schedules to avoid mapping. A maze where all the walls and doorways moved, nothing where you left it. These self-disciplined wraiths emerged to strike before evaporating like mist in morning sunlight, leaving only empty air. The apex cadre of the breed vanishing before arrest teams knew they were there, leaving untraceable digital fragments to mark their fleeting presence.

She leaned back to sip her coffee, forcing her shoulders down, scanning the social media postings of several persons of interest, puzzled as always at what she saw. The comforting illusion of connection to the hive mind must stroke something buried very deep inside the human brain. Once available, adoption had been immediate and all but universal. People stood around now in docile little herds, heads bowed, faces lit from below with blue light as they absorbed information that was irrelevant to them, posting things no one cared about.

Ericka joined the Dark-Web Intelligence Unit, DIU for short, when it was formed—a dispersed group embedded in several FBI regional offices, virtually linked and centrally coordinated. When they unearthed a target, the DIU notified and briefed nearby field units or state police on the operation. If the target turned out to be in another country, they created a dossier allowing local police to home in. When it was time for a takedown, a DIU member would often accompany the arrest team, capturing and securing any precious data available on-scene. Many arrests brought them the prize of the target’s colleagues from his own computers. They operated in the background behind public-facing teams like Darknet Enforcement.

Ericka looked at her watch, wondering where Tim was with dinner, glaring at his empty desk—unlike hers, which was cluttered and dirty. He was an accomplished analyst in his own right but deferred to her mastery, a brother in spirit if not in blood. Joining the FBI after years in the British GCHQ working counter-intelligence and military support, he was always first through the splintered door. Smiling to herself, Ericka shook her head.

All cops lived for the takedown and it was her uncontrolled response to one that had placed her in her current predicament, suspended from active fieldwork. She shook it off, sipping as she read the morning’s intelligence briefings. No one could entirely hide their demons forever, and hers were much more active than most. Too active. Soon it would be time to put the FBI behind her.

It was coming back again. A change subtle at first but it was there, like coming home from a long camping trip with skin oily and unwashed, clothes writhing. Except it was on the inside and she couldn’t wash it off—thoughts like a lingering, bitter taste, coloring her perceptions. She was never going back down that hole again. She caught her reflection on the surface of a darkened monitor, lines of fatigue marring her features. To be expected since she made a point of ignoring almost every lifestyle choice cheerfully promoted by internet health mavens. There was no denying it though, the wear was showing.

The day’s intelligence package arrived, chiming for attention, containing the usual collection: jihadi traffic, missing persons, reports of operations underway. She scanned the list—once for her, once for the FBI. Even now, twelve years later, it was her own search that drove her. Her police work was systematic and thorough; as clinical as she could make it, as it had to be to keep her sanity, achieving a success rate beyond any reproach. Her search for the three men who destroyed Patty, her sister, was different—a defining quest.

She glanced down. The final item on the morning’s list was highlighted—very unusual—a video of a murder in progress, possibly a snuff film. The apparent origin of the video was somewhere in southern China but depicted a scene the originating analyst thought likely was in the United States. She clenched her teeth, pulling her sweater up around her shoulders, steeling herself. She never got used to it. After the obligatory warning, the instructions asked them to first work their sources and, failing success, scan the metadata against known profiles for entity resolution. This was fancy geek language for trying to use data fragments to identify the human behind the data, the fingers on the keyboard.

Ericka sat straight up as she ran the video. It was real—her recognition instant, seizing her attention, making her shake her head as goose bumps rose on her arms and neck. She stared at the screen, not comprehending. She ran the beginning again, her throat dry, struggling to contain herself. “That’s not possible!” Her unintended shout echoed off the far wall. She watched a third time. She had no doubt it was her, the same girl, the same terrified look of abject horror burned into her memory. One she had seen on a dead face with her own eyes, all hope extinguished, welcoming the end, her naked body bloodied and tied.

That greatest of her professional failures was the culmination of months of incessant work, from the first hint of what he was planning, until she’d finally found enough to zero in on him. It was his sharing what first appeared to be nothing more than sick fantasies in a hidden chatroom that had put him in her sights. Soon she’d come to the icy realization that he was very different from his peers. He’d been the one talking logistics of how he might do it, rather than just his fantasies of enjoyment. Planning, not dreaming, down to the clear description of the girl he was watching. A haunting mental picture of an unsuspecting teen, blithely going about a child’s business, unaware of the monster’s unwavering gaze.

Ericka had driven herself through endless hours of searching, scrutinizing the data for the slightest detail about him. But she’d failed. The bastard had been good enough that, at first, she could only locate him within a ten-square-mile section near Boise, Idaho. She’d alerted local police and moved into position ready to strike at the first hint of his position.

Then he’d slipped. Bragging in the chatroom about the things he was stockpiling for his big day. He’d given away a little too much detail and she’d begun looking for anyone who had rented a rural property within an hour’s drive. Too late. When the alert had come up about missing sixteen-year-old Rachel Sutherland, there’d been no doubt. She’d known from the area of her school and home, from the girl’s smiling round face and long dark hair, that this was the one he had been stalking.

It was a frenzied search for the GPS tracks of rental cars that gave him up. The error of a man focused on other things, not considering the details of what he was doing, the real-time trail he was leaving. A utility van rented an hour before anyone last saw her. First in motion heading out of town for an hour and fifteen minutes. Then stationary for two hours on a property that looked on satellite maps like some sort of hobby farm, leased just a month before. He had forgotten to use an old vehicle that didn’t call home. They’d missed saving her by minutes. Rachel’s body had still been warm.

She watched the video again
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