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Zen congratulated herself. Her social engineering skills, picked up from her days at the prison, had worked magic. Her best friend since college would be proud. Zen’s father would stutter into a fit at the risk she was taking. Her mother would remind him Zen was always a source of trouble. Except this time, she wasn’t pulling a prank or breaking curfew. She was trying to catch a serial killer. Alone. In Madrid. Without official sanction. The words “breach of global investigations treaty” kept popping into her head. Zen batted them away for the umpteenth time. She needed to stay focused. 

She’d talked her way into the apartment building pretending to look at a flat. The electronic entry system dinged as she left the two-bedroom flat. The door whisked shut behind her. The manager would assume Zen was checking out the amenities. The high-rise had a gym, a large rooftop terrace which could be reserved for parties, and the high-tech laundry room in the basement. Instead, Zen took the elevator to the sixth floor, 603-A, to be exact. Where her target lived. 

Zen smiled at a woman who brushed past while rummaging through a tote bag; she willed herself not to look over her shoulder. She needed to blend in as though she belonged. Not look like a burglar. Although technically... Zen arrived at apartment 603-A and casually inserted her electronic key. When the beeps sounded, she hissed out air. In reflex, Zen glanced at the woman, who now stood at the elevator. 

The woman shrugged.  “El nuevo sistema, ¿eh? Mainténiendono tan seguros que nos vamos a casa a comer un poco.” Then she laughed.

Zen gave her a self-conscious smile. The translator earpiece gave her the English version and in seconds provided the correct response in Spanish. “Si, muy frustrante.”

“Ah, Americana. Yes?” The woman turned fully toward Zen with a wider smile. “Don’t worry. I’m not one of those angry with your country. I know it’s not your fault.”

“Whew, that’s a relief. I’m visiting a relative.” Zen flinched when the light turned to red on the door lock. Her ninety seconds to complete entry had elapsed. Focus. 

“Him? Extraño. Lo siento. I didn’t mean...” Again, the woman shrugged. 

Zen’s laugh was genuine at the woman’s easy candor. They were the same age and Zen assumed she, too, had odd older relatives. “Uncle is eccentric. I haven’t seen him in a while. But we try to keep in touch—the family, I mean.”

“Hmm, I know he travels a lot. See him with his suitcase from time to time.” The woman’s eyes lit up with curiosity.

“My mother married his brother. Dad’s an engineer,” Zen said easily, spitting out the true parts of her story—her target’s family history. 

“Well, good luck with him. He certainly likes his privacy.” 

“I have a hotel room.” Zen tensed up at her mistake. Her father’s voice clanged in her head like a warning bell. She was talking too much. “I’m going to fix him a farewell American meal before I go.”

The woman used her free hand to hold the elevator door a few more seconds. “Nice to have met you. Adiós.”

The elevator door slid shut and Zen blew out air. She slipped the elastic silicone and urethane sleeve onto her forefinger. Navarro’s fingerprint and bio markers were embedded on it. Then she used the key and pressed her finger to the glass square above the lock. Four green buttons flashed, a click sounded, and the door popped open a few inches. With one last look over her shoulder, Zen pushed her way in. She resisted the urge to call out. The man was in Tokyo. She’d confirmed it seven different ways from Sunday, to quote one of James Batiste’s favorite archaic idioms. The image of her father calmed her, sharpened her senses. To business. 

Zen performed a thorough search, careful not to leave traces. She detected several traps he’d set to alert him to any disturbance. She didn’t touch the book, the glass paperweight on the desk, or any of the its drawers. Too obvious. She glanced at her watch. Twenty-five minutes had passed. She was pushing it. Her friend, a local police detective, could only distract the building manager for so long. The internal system would alert her that someone had entered apartment 603-A. But Zen counted on her “eccentric uncle’s” secretiveness about his movements. He was too clever to leave such a trail; a witness who would know his movements. Most residents would notify the manager or building maintenance staff of being away from home. All apartment locks linked to an internal security system engaged at will by owners. That way staff would know instantly if someone entered while a resident was away. Zen double-checked the security panel. Just as she thought. He hadn’t set it to send a signal to the main system. Still, she didn’t have the luxury of time. 

“Come on, come on. Think,” Zen muttered aloud as she turned in a circle to scan the room. “You’ve got maybe ten minutes before the cameras turn back on.” 

One more rule she’d broken. Her friend Chloé, the network systems genius, had hacked his security cameras. He wouldn’t get an alert or watch Zen search his apartment on his cell phone. Chloé had hacked his mobile IP as well. At least for a while. Zen imagined she heard the loud ticking of a clock inside her head, reminding her she had to get in and out. Then she spotted it. An extra hinge on the wide, wall-mounted television. Cautious, yet aware of the time pressure, Zen moved fast. She checked to make sure another alarm wasn’t connected to it. None. She used the tiny signal detector, another gizmo provided by Chloé. No pops or buzzing. Using her sleeved finger, Zen pressed a lever. The thin, fifty-five-inch screen swung out at a light touch. A flat panel looked like more wall space at first glance. One faint line gave away the panel. Anyone searching would assume it contained the wireless router that transmitted signals to the television. Zen looked around and spotted the slim, dark-gray device on the bookshelf. 

“Let’s see what’s behind door number two,” Zen murmured. She pressed the panel and was rewarded with a swish as it opened. “Gotcha.”

Her celebration had to be brief. She opened a box, again with the sleeve, to find twelve eight-by ten-inch brown envelopes. Dates and odd symbols had been written on each one. She removed them only to find more. The wall compartment was deeper than it looked. The stack shook Zen. More victims than even she had imagined. All of the envelopes contained a trophy. A locket. A single gold hoop earring. Along with those, articles about the murder of each woman. Zen’s hands shook and her stomach turned as she took out a slender plastic round vial. She gasped at what must be inside. Rage replaced the nausea in her gut. Zen reached deep into the cavity to find an older envelope. With quick efficiency, she arranged the safe’s contents in precise order she’d removed them. When he scanned anything Zen had touched, he’d find his own fingerprints. That would give her more time, but not here and now. Muffled sounds announced she had to move. 

Zen looked at the small screen nearby. A couple walked past the external camera that gave a view outside the front door. Seconds later they shared a kiss and entered apartment 605-B down the hall. A quick survey of the apartment assured Zen it looked untouched. No doubt her paranoid target would still sense something was off. The man had an almost supernatural skill for escaping detection. The alarm on her smartwatch went off, a buzzing vibration against her wrist. She touched the screen and saw a text from Balduino, her local detective friend. Saia—Portuguese for “Get out.” Zen hurried out still wearing the skin like gloves that would leave no trace. She slipped them off as she went past the elevator. Fortunately, she didn’t meet anyone as she scurried around a corner. She took the stairs and arrived in the lobby minutes later. Balduino gestured as he spoke to a tall woman with blond hair pulled into a thick ponytail. The property manager who had shown Zen the apartment, shorter with dark hair, looked relieved to see her. 

“This is Señora Sophia Santos, my boss. She owns this building and several others,” the manager said in a breathless voice. 

“How do you do. Señor Navarro didn’t mention a niece coming to visit,” Mrs. Santos put in. Her suspicious gaze started at Zen’s feet and traveled up to Zen’s face. One dark eyebrow lifted. 

“You know he’s not that big on sharing,” Zen said with a casual wave of one hand.

“It’s true. He likes to keep to himself. Very particular,” the building manager jumped in with a nervous twitter. She darted a look at her boss.

“Besides, I was in Portugal on business and decided to check on him. Mama hasn’t heard from Uncle Peter in almost a year. Asked me to see if he was still in the land of the living.” Zen laughed to indicate she didn’t really take his non-communication that seriously.

“Hmm, I see,” Señora Santos replied. 

“Since I’m assigned to more clients in Europe, I thought to relocate. My company will pay for an apartment. Cheaper than flying me first class all the time.” Zen tugged the front of her seven-hundred-dollar Norwegian wool coat. 

Señora Santos recognized quality. Her chill thawed a bit. “Really?”

“Yes. Uncle seems to like this building since he’s lived here so long. And we know how particular he is. My mother said, ‘If anyone knows a good and secure building it’s your uncle.’ Though this might be too close for both our comfort. I value privacy, too.” Zen darted a glance at Balduino, who flashed a handsome grin back. 

With dark, wavy hair, Balduino turned heads everywhere he went. His smile would melt hearts—and underwear. At five feet eight, his dazzling charm and handsome face made up for extra inches in height. 

“I can confirm the excellent standards of all Santos properties, si.” Balduino stood close to Zen but didn’t touch her. 

“You own other buildings in the area?  I love this neighborhood. So near the park. Plenty of shops and restaurants nearby.” Zen made a show of peering through the glass doors. “You own a building in the Salamanca, yes? It drips history.” 

Any hesitation Señora Santos had was swept away. The mention of the swanky nearby barrio sealed the deal. Zen had the means to rent an even more expensive apartment. With Madrid vacancy rates above fifty percent, Zen knew dangling such a plum would distract the two women. Their sparkling eyes and bubbling descriptions confirmed it. For the next hour they looked at pictures of several properties. Leaving behind the property manager, Señora Santos walked them a few blocks to another building she owned. Balduino squeezed Zen’s arm a few times as he suppressed a grin. On his cop salary, living in such sweet digs was way out of his reach. Finally, Zen glanced at her smartwatch. 

“Absolutely breathtaking. And the views. What do you think? Vising me here would be lovely.” Zen flashed a flirtatious smile at Balduino. 

He chuckled and tugged a lock of her thick curls. Then he turned to Señora Santos. “I’ve been trying to convince her to move here since we met a year ago at a conference.”

“You are a police officer as well?” Señora Santos looked at Zen with curiosity. 

“I work for a private security corporation. We consult with law enforcement in several countries,” Zen answered. 

Señora Santos clucked her tongue and launched into a nationalistic speech. “Ah, such important work with so many bad things happening in the world. One of the prices of this whole open borders nonsense.” 

“I really have to go,” Zen broke in after a moment. She tapped her Fossil smartwatch. 

“Not that I’m against America, mind you. Expanding our markets keeps us from dependence on those arrogant English. After so many generations, they still don’t realize their empire days are over. But enough politics. I must fly myself to another meeting.” Señora Santos gave Zen a warm smile and handed her a card. 

“Yes, I’ll call you for sure. The two bedroom at Barquillo IV is perfect for me,” Zen said as she took it. “I’ll be in touch soon.”

“Excelente! Adiós.” Señora Santos waved and strode off.

Balduino faced Zen. “You’re not looking for an apartment, are you?” 

“I was, am. In a manner of speaking,” Zen replied with a grin. She looped her arm through his and tugged him along until they walked a few steps. 

“You’re up to something.” 

“Let’s go somewhere to chase away the chill.” 

Zen pulled on his strong arm until he moved with her again. She steered him into Sana Locura, a coffee and tea café she’d fallen in love with during her stay. They ordered two cups of café con leche and pastries. Zen unbuttoned her coat and let it fall over the back of her chair. The thick red sweater she wore kept her warm enough inside. She sipped coffee and sighed. She started to speak but stopped when Balduino held up a palm. 

“I don’t think I want to know,” he said and drank from his cup as well. He continued to gaze at her over the rim. He looked away when he lowered it. “Have you left the great and powerful Department of Justice? Or whatever secret arm of it you actually work in.”

“You do want to know. I’m trying to save lives,” Zen said.

“Veo. This is the same thing you said the last time you got me in big trouble.” Balduino wagged a forefinger at her. He broke off a piece of churro, dipped it in chocolate sauce, and chewed on it. 

“Algiers was your fault. I told you my local contacts had it covered. Don’t dwell on the past.” Zen took the last half of his churro, drizzled chocolate over it and ate as well. “Almost as good as beignets back home.”

“Almost? How dare you. No comparison.” Balduino feigned patriotic outrage. Then his smile faded. “Truly, Zenobia.”

“Oh-oh. I feel a lecture coming on,” Zen quipped and savored more of the pastry. 

“Dr. Batiste,” Balduino said, his voice pitched low. He dropped the churro and wiped his hands on a napkin. “Are you here on official government business? I heard you’d left the Department of Justice. Which I didn’t believe for one second. I need to know if an investigation is about to blow up between our countries.”

Zen sighed. “We’re going to be serious and dreary. Fine. I’m not an Interpol liaison now.”

“You never were,” Balduino cut in. 

“I may have had one or two field duties,” Zen said with a shrug. She drained her cup and signaled the waiter for more. “And you don’t do undercover work anymore. Settled down with a wife and baby.”

“You’re investigating me, too?” He stroked his beard. 

“When did you decide to grow it?” Zen reach across to touch the fine dark hairs on his chin. “Pilar must approve, I guess. Or maybe two o’clock baby feedings make it easier not to shave.”

“Miguel is two years old.”

“Wow. It’s been that long.” Zen studied his handsome face for a time and looked away.

“You ran back to the safety of Washington, DC,” Balduino said.

“Don’t be dramatic. Besides, you know I don’t run.” Zen pulled her hand back and accepted the fresh cup from the waiter. 

Balduino tapped his fingers on the tabletop a few seconds. “You have a hotel room, eh?”

Two hours later they lay tangled in sheets, still breathless from the passion they shared. After a time, they exchanged small talk. Zen sniffed his chest, savoring the smell of his skin. Balduino. The one that got away. But if she was honest, he was the one she left behind. Not out of fear though. Much as she enjoyed being with him, Zen couldn’t pull her then-fourteen-year-old daughter away from her school. And moving to Madrid without Astra was not an option, though Zen’s ex would have been fine with it. 

“Astra is already getting acceptance letters from top universities, even one in France,” Balduino said. 

Zen sat up to stare at him. “Are you taking part in the experiments?” 

“I don’t know what you’re— Ouch.” Balduino flinched and rubbed the spot on his bicep where Zen had punched him. 

The field of cognitive enhancement for law enforcement continued to evolve. In the past three years she’d become an opponent of it as well. Which hadn’t exactly pleased her superiors at the DOJ. Brain boosts, as most field staff called them, were all the rage. 

“Haven’t you read any of my papers? The long-term effects of those so-called improvements are unknown.” Zen glared at him as though he were a disgraced student and she was the teacher. 

“There are research studies that say otherwise. Stop looking at me like that.” Balduino took one of the four pillows and hid his face.

“This isn’t a joke, Nino.”

He tucked the pillow behind his head, fluffed it and sat up. Then he pulled her naked body against his chest. “You still worry about me, huh? We could still be together.”

Zen pushed free of his embrace. “You’re unbelievable! You just got married, just had a kid—”

“He’s almost three, and getting married seemed like a good idea at the time once you abandoned me. Pilar, eh. She’s not thrilled at the long hours I work or that I don’t talk about what I do. And if I’m honest, we’re not happy. She’s visiting her mother in Peniscola. A trial separation, I think. She hasn’t mentioned coming back and I haven’t asked.”

“And then I’d have you on my hands? No thanks.” Zen yanked the sheet up until her full breasts were covered. She slapped his hand when he tried to slid a hand under it. 

Instead, he massaged her through the high-thread-count fabric. He sighed when her nipple hardened. “But you like my hands and my smile. And my tongue.”

Zen melted when he ducked beneath the covers. The sensation of his smooth lips grazing her skin worked magic. For another thirty minutes she forgot what they’d been talking about, why she’d been irritated with him at all. Later, as they showered together and got dressed, Zen tried on the idea of considering them as a couple. He was right. They understood each other, could relax in a way she couldn’t with another partner. But then there was the downside. A huge con that had contributed to the end of her marriage. What made them good operatives also led to clashes. Strong-willed, independent, and selectively ruthlessness. Those traits bled into the way they interacted. 

They sat over dinner in a nearby restaurant. Zen had roasted chicken with potatoes. Balduino enjoyed tender filet mignon. Zen could almost imagine life in Spain with him. Astra would soon attend Rice University in Houston, or maybe Xavier in New Orleans.  Or Spellman. The child couldn’t make up her mind. Astra would love visiting Spain again. She’d have a chance to use her Spanish, travel to Portugal, and even Africa. 

“I’m not your ex-husband. I don’t take life too seriously,” Balduino said without looking up from cutting into a section of steak. “And Astra likes me. She’d fall in love with her new little brother.”

Zen laughed and shook her head. “Too much wine again.”

“Hmm.” He smiled and chewed. After washing down his food with wine, his expression turned serious. “About these lives you’re saving...”

“Thanks for helping, but I won’t tell you more. Let’s just say it’ll be worth the trouble if I take him down.” Zen lost the light mood when the image of those envelopes flashed in her mind. Then she remembered the soft sobs of a grieving father at a morgue.

“A man. I see. And he lives in the apartment building we visited.” Balduino nodded, chewed, and grew quiet. 

Zen put down her wine glass and leaned forward. “I see those wheels turning. Don’t, Nino. I’ve broken a few rules. If you get involved, I can’t plausibly tell them I lied and used you.” 

“A few rules? My lovely Zen, you burned the entire book and dropped the ashes into the ocean you crossed to get here. If he’s that bad, then maybe I’ll sign up for getting in trouble, too,” Balduino replied in a hard voice. 

“No need. I’ve taken care of it.” Zen reached across the table and gripped his hand. 

“A dangerous man in my city—”

“Trust me, Nino.” Zen squinted at him. “Remember Chicago?” 

Balduino gazed back at her for a few seconds. He lifted her hand and kissed it. Then he leaned back with a sigh after letting go. “Que el Señor tenga misericordia  de su alma.”

“He doesn’t deserve God’s mercy. Believe me,” Zen said with a grimace. She inhaled and let out a slow breath to calm the wrath burning inside. “Let’s not spoil our last few hours together. Tell me something bright and happy, like the sunshine on a summer day.”

“Ah, summer in the south. I so look forward to it. At least I’m not in the frozen north anymore.” Balduino gave an exaggerated shiver. “That was brutal. I might be able to swing finding us a home in Cosa del Sol.”

“Anywhere in Malaga would be wonderful.”

Zen gazed out through the glass at the busy boulevard. People bundled up against the cold March wind scurried by. But Madrid vanished in her mind. Instead, she pictured Moorish architecture, beaches, and blue seawater. 

Balduino’s deep voice broke into her musing. “Astra would love it. She’d become a true global traveler. More sophisticated than her teenage friends. Think how she’d enjoy impressing them on visits home.”

“Astra,” Zen murmured in response. 

The thought of uprooting her daughter and the storm that would cause snapped her back to reality. Astra’s current crush was headed to Texas Southern University, hence her keen interest in Houston colleges. That aside, Zen had her own reasons for sticking with the United States for now. Her career had fascinating possibilities. She smiled at the handsome face that had other women around them envying her. 

“Oh, there’s that look. What?” Balduino raised an eyebrow at her.

“You could join me in America. With your family influence and stellar professional achievements, a job at the Spanish embassy is a snap. We could take trips to Miami. You love it there. Maybe even get assigned to the Miami consulate.” Zen tilted her head to one side and gazed at him. 

“My son is so young. To be that far away...” Balduino sighed. “You have made your point, feminista.”

“La vida es complicada, eh?” Zen lifted her wine glass.

“Si. I will miss you, us. Salud.” Balduino clinked his glass against hers.
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Zen woke to a gentle touch on her arm. She gazed up at the flight attendant smiling at her. She’d dozed off, and no wonder. Up at four a.m. to catch her early-morning flight, her energy had finally flagged. The deep hum of the electric engine of the airplane had lulled her asleep. 

“Coffee, tea, or juice?” the young man said.

“Apple juice for now, please. Coffee with breakfast,” Zen replied with a smile back at him. 

She rolled her shoulders to get out the kinks. The first-class seat next to her was blessedly empty. When the flight attendant returned, she accepted the short glass and murmured a thank you. Then she looked out the window. Electric commercial flight aircraft had become the norm forty years ago. The technology was perfected in 2044. Global air travel transformed into a faster, less polluting means of travel. Still, the expense limited the number of planes. Once again, the wealthy received the benefit of quiet comfort. Zen appreciated the cushy seat and the individual attention of first-class on a Tesla jet. Even if she felt a tinge of regret at being part of the have and have-nots divide. 

“Breakfast is almost ready, madame. Here is your coffee. Two creams, no sugar. Yes?” The soft French accent of the attendant made it all sound gourmet. 

“Perfect.” 

Zen breathed in the aroma of eggs and sausage. She settled against the seatback and sighed. Moments later a small plate with two fried eggs and toast arrived. Zen enjoyed her cup of African coffee blend from Côte d’Ivoire. She flipped open her slim iPad and set it on tray table of the empty seat beside her. At voice command, she opened the news app. Headlines from around the world scrolled by. Something about Spain caught her eye, but she had trouble calling it back up. Zen switched to swiping with a fingertip.

“Can’t be. It’s too soon,” Zen murmured with a frown.

“Pardon?” The other flight attendant, a woman, paused next to Zen’s row. 

“I’m fine, thanks.” Zen waved her way.

She went back to staring at the screen. Then she got smart and pulled up CNN’s European website. She found the tab for Spain. The headline hit Zen like a gut punch. 

“Local Police Officer In Critical Condition. Terrorist Attack Not Ruled Out.”

****
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Seven months later, Zen finally faced the consequences. She’d chafed at a boring assignment that amounted to no more than filing the reports of other analysts. Her boss took daily pleasure in the fact that she was buried in a windowless office as punishment. She spent her days sorting through streams of data on the server. She did research for agents with more interesting assignments. Worse still, she had to peer at page after page of the federal register. Zen had become an unwilling expert on the tedium of rulemaking that helped the wheels of government grind. Slowly. 

But today was different. Three women and two men sat around the crescent-shaped table. Most of them wore studied impassive expressions. They would judge Zen’s actions with impartiality. At least that was the official stance of the disciplinary committee. The committee members, all in her father’s generation, weren’t bureaucrats. All of them had years on the ground doing investigations, domestic and international. Zen’s big brother had done a profile of each. Her father knew two of them personally from his days at the CIA, a fact that wasn’t necessarily a plus. James Batiste had built an almost legendary career, but he’d had his share of critics as well. 

“Dr. Zenobia Batiste. You have a master’s degree in social work, with an emphasis on mental disorders. You completed a doctorate in forensic psychology at Kesler University.” One of the women, Black with iron-gray hair, spoke first. 

Bertice Illinois. Zen recognized her from press conferences held by the DOJ. The two other women, Susan Huynh and the other a blonde from California, Taylor Kirkland, looked at Ms. Illinois with respect as she spoke. The two men studied Zen instead. 

“I did a course in forensic sociology, actually,” Zen interrupted in a mild tone. 

“Kesler didn’t offer a doctorate in that field. You lobbied relentlessly and had it added. Then became first to get one,” Ms. Illinois continued. She seemed unbothered, though her female colleagues favored Zen with a frown.

“A double doctorate, actually, in forensic psychology and sociology. We live in an increasingly complex world, if that’s possible after the last forty years. But now we’re moving toward even more globalization. That means crime that crosses border warrants analysis, study. I—” Zen stopped when Ms. Illinois held up a hand.

“Yes, I’ve read the position paper you wrote to the university president. You’re a persuasive young woman. Determined, almost unstoppable when you’ve decided on a path. Reminds me of your father, Dr. James Batiste. And your older brother.” Ms. Illinois’s dark eyebrows pulled together.

“That doesn’t sound like a compliment,” Zen mumbled.

“It is and it isn’t,” Ms. Illinois clipped. She stared at Zen for a few minutes, looked aside at the others, and then down at the slim screen in front of her.

“I did what I had to do. I couldn’t watch the bodies pile up and do nothing.” Zen’s gaze swept around the table until she focused on Ms. Illinois again. 

“Your immediate superior informed you that the target was being monitored. You didn’t have proof of anything,” a thin man with sandy hair spoke up. “We’ve had to work for over a year to clean up your mess.”

“But I found solid evidence in the apartment where he actually lived. He owned two properties and—”

“We’ve read the file,” the man broke in. 

The CIA and her agency, a joint division of the NSA and DOJ, had Navarro under surveillance for almost a year, one of four suspects. Globalization had affected many things, including law enforcement. Intelligence agencies had been combined. The lines had blurred between national and international special agents. ISA, International Security Agency, dealt with those blurred lines. 

Zen had studied the files until her eyes ached. Her instincts told her something didn’t fit. Navarro seemed to vanish for days. He had to have another place to live. She’d used ISA resources to pick up the patterns that led to Navarro. 

“He killed on US soil. I would have thought that meant something,” Zen snapped. 

“You take nationalism seriously?” The other man spoke for the first time. Gray hair surrounded a shiny bald spot. He had never looked up from his own slim computer screen. But his head snapped up when Zen slapped a palm on the table.

“I take murder and serial killers damn serious. Or maybe I’m the only one around here.”

“We do,” Ms. Illinois broke in before the man could speak. She shot a steel-hard look at him. He nodded and went back to studying his screen again. 

“Then why are we here? Navarro is in custody. There won’t be another victim, if the WCC doesn’t screw it up,” Zen said with a grimace. 

The United Nations developed a criminal division of the World Court in 2055. It no longer only handled disputes between countries. An entire set of international criminal laws had naturally led to its creation. The World Criminal Court, or WCC, handled prosecutions of major offenses that crossed the old international boundaries.  The downside was that politics and intrigue took root there, just like in other branches of criminal justice. 

“Zenobia Chatelain Batiste, thirty-four years old. An academic phenom. Finished high school at fifteen. Undergrad by eighteen. By age twenty-two you had your first post-graduate degree. Interests include psychology, forensics, and astronomy.” The bald man read parts of Zen’s life in a dry tone.

“Not astronomy—space exploration to be precise. They weren’t merely interests. I studied those subjects and a few more. I’ve published six articles in journals in the past two years,” Zen replied. She almost smiled at the way his jaw muscle went tight.  

“Thank you for the clarification,” he replied. His blunt fingers moved over the silent keypad. “I’ll have my people update your profile.”

Anxiety formed like a knot in her midsection. He was letting her know that she had been shadowed. Clearly, her brother Elliot had missed something about this man. Clive Anderson, age fifty-six, white male. Married with two college-age kids. Anderson worked for the Secret Service. At least on paper. Federal law enforcement was a convoluted world at times. Which was one of the things that Zen loved about it. And what made her lose sleep on occasion. But today she wouldn’t let his smooth dig get to her. 

“You’ve studied me. I’ve studied you. Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, let’s do this. Tell me if I’m fired, demoted, going to jail even.” Zen made a show of looking at the square screen of her smartwatch. 

“Young lady,” Ms. Illinois barked and stood, both fists on the table. The other committee members, including Anderson, cringed. She came around the table as she spoke. “You endangered three major international treaties, including the 2026 Global Criminal Investigations Accord. It took my father and a host of diplomats from over twenty countries ten years of negotiating to get it. You almost destroyed it in five months. A member of Spain’s top intelligence community ended up in the ICU. All because you decided to become Ms. Captain America and deliver your own brand of justice. So, trust me—if we’ve got time to be here then so do you. Do we understand each other?”

Zen, determined to hold her own, suppressed a shudder at the force the woman exuded. In that moment Bertice Illinois looked like her mother, times a hundred. The older woman’s expression had a “Say one more smart remark; I dare you” message. Time to change tactics, Zen concluded. 

“Yes, ma’am. I appreciate the gravity of my current situation. I took extraordinary steps to avoid any negative outcomes. But I promised Jennifer Pembroke’s family I’d do everything in my power to catch her killer. When I realized her death was connected to at least one more in this country alone...” Zen blew out a sigh. “I counted fifteen envelopes in that hidden safe, ma’am. Not just names. They were human beings with people who loved them left behind. Wondering why and who.” 

“And because you didn’t ask for official help, the envelopes disappeared in the time it took Spanish authorities to search for them,” Ms. Kirkland said.

Zen jumped to her feet, her head suddenly pounding. “That can’t be possible. I—” 

“Luckily, Mr.  Silva managed to hold onto the one you tried to mail,” Ms. Illinois broke in. “Which only leaves circumstantial evidence now they’re gone.” 

Zen gazed back at her for a few moments. An old saying her grandfather liked popped into her head. In for a penny, in for a pound.  “Not gone. I took pictures of the contents.” 

Ms. Illinois blinked rapidly and took a step back. The two female committee members blurted out words of indignation. The man muttered, “Unbelievable.” Clive Anderson rubbed his jaw as he studied Zen, ignoring the jabber of his outraged colleagues. While they debated, Zen used her phone to send an email.

“Tell us more,” he said. 

The Korean woman sprang to her feet. “Clive, Bertice! You can’t really mean...” She sputtered as if at a loss for words.

“Sir, check your messages on the secure FTP server.” Zen couldn’t stop the smile that tugged her mouth up at one end. 
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Chapter 2
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James Batiste stared at Zen. His thick black eyebrows pulled together to form his most intimidating frown. Former intelligence subordinates knew it well. His students at the London School of Economics and Political Science would quake under its heat. Zen merely shrugged. As usual his fierce look melted away after a few seconds. He huffed in exasperation. 

“Girl, what were you thinking? I taught you to be smarter, at least I like to think so. Maybe I didn’t do such a great job after all. Pride goeth before destruction and—” 

“An haughty spirit before a fall. Proverbs 16:18, King James Version. I’m surprised you didn’t follow grandfather into the ministry.” Zen patted his cheek and then kissed it.

“Humph,” was his only response. 

James had a brief coughing spell that quieted him. Then he drank from the steaming cup of tea with honey and lemon Enola had brought for him. Zen pulled the knitted throw up and tucked it farther up his chest. She sent up a silent thanks to whatever had helped him recover from pneumonia. Cold wind rattled bare branches just outside the window of her parents’ home in Mitchellville, Maryland. Her mother was in the small kitchenette they’d created upstairs. A convenience so that they didn’t have to climb the stairs to the full kitchen on the first floor. Her father loved his upstairs study. The windows gave a view to the wide backyard and woods just beyond. She walked over to gaze out. Zen and Alexis, Lexi to family and close friends, had enjoyed exploring them. Summer or winter, it didn’t matter the time of year. Snow didn’t keep Lexi inside. Zen had to go along on orders to look after her little sister. Over Enola’s objections, James had built them a tree house, complete with solar panels. Their private hidey-hole, he and her father’s youngest brother called it. Uncle Monroe had helped James with the construction. Zen could see the roof in the distance just beyond a stand of loblolly pine trees. James’s gravelly voice broke into her thoughts. Zen hadn’t realized he’d left the chair to stand beside her.

“She loved hanging out there. Probably because your mother isn’t the outdoors type. Gave Lexi freedom.” James sighed and put an arm around Zen. 

“Mama hates bugs. And the possibility of facing wildlife in those woods kept her away.” Zen laughed at the memory of her mother’s reaction to camping out on the land behind their home.

“You’d think we were living in the wilderness miles from civilization.” James chuckled. 

“Lexi couldn’t be roped in, not even by mama,” Zen replied. 

“Enola had to be really mad to go out there,” James said. “You girls knew you were in big trouble if she marched through those brambles.”

“Nothing struck fear in our hearts like Mama pushed to the limit. She’d stand at the bottom of that ladder and yell, ‘If I have to come get you!’” Zen imitated her mother’s threatening tone, her Louisiana Creole accent more evident when she was furious.

“Lexi wouldn’t let it show. They were too much alike. Same nose. Same eyes. Same fiery, defiant tempers,” James said.

Zen turned from the window and faced James. She put both hands on his shoulders. “Thanks for not taking it down, Daddy.” 

“Your mother insisted at first. When we went to clear out the furniture and toys, she stopped me. Said she could feel Lexi’s happiness still surrounding the place.” 

Zen blinked at him in surprise. “Mama agreed not to tear down the treehouse? I didn’t know.”

James hugged Zen; his cheek pressed against hers. “It’s a terrible thing to bury your child.”

“To lose a sister,” Zen whispered, her throat tight with the effort not to sob into his shoulder. “Mama’s been the strong one, huh?”

Her father pulled back to gaze into Zen’s eyes. “Not as tough-skinned as you think, Zenobia.”

“I didn’t mean to say she was cold-hearted.” Zen winced at the memory of their clashes, made worse after Lexi’s murder.

James coughed once. Then he returned to his chair and sat down with a short grunt. “Enola lost her parents young, had to take care of six brothers and sisters. No time to feel sorry for herself, she always says. Your mother handles grief in her own way, Zenobia.”

“I guess, Daddy.” Zen sat on the sofa across from him. She sipped from her own cup of tea.

“You’re more like Enola than you like to think, too. Your mother felt guilt about Lexi’s death. Like you.” James leaned forward and placed a hand on Zen’s knee. “You’re both wrong about that, sweetheart.”

“I’ll get it. Must be Maisie about Rev. Wilson’s anniversary celebration,” Enola called when the phone rang. She must have looked at the caller ID display. “Yes, just what I thought. Hello, miss lady. How are you? Okay, let me get my notes.” 

James smiled with affection at the sound of Enola talking on the phone. Her voice faded as she went downstairs to the library. “Keeping busy has helped us both.”

“I know,” Zen whispered. She pushed against anguished thoughts crowding in on her. She patted the back of his hand and sat straight. “Work and parenthood keep me running like crazy.” 

“Ah, my grandchildren are a blessing. Astra is such a delight. And thank the Lord both your brothers had the sense to finally settle down.” James’s eyes brightened and the deep furrow of his brows eased into a smile. 

“Blunted the shame of me as the unwed teenage mother, huh?” Zen covered her grin with the cup of tea. 

“We were never ashamed of you, just concerned about your future. I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you and Jordan. He’s a good man. A good father.” 

“Yes, he is, but we’re not getting back together. Divorce is the reason we’re on good terms, Daddy. Don’t pull a Mama on me with talk about the advantages of a two-parent home.” Zen finished her tea and put the cup down. 

“Fine. Be the career woman then. Speaking of which, what the hell happened in Madrid? Don’t give me some generic answer, either,” James added before Zen could speak.

“I was going to say—” 

“And spare me the speech about it being best I don’t know. I’m retired, earned my pension for sure. Your loose-cannon antics can’t hurt my career.” James fixed her with a hard stare. His frown said he wouldn’t tolerate being treated like a frail senior citizen. Indeed, he looked anything but physically weak despite his recent illness.

Zen cleared her throat. “I tracked Navarro to Madrid after I matched his travel history to at least three of the murders. He has dual citizenship. It wasn’t hard to get background information on him since he obtained clearance to work at NASA.”

“Our security background checks are thorough. Go on.” 

“Our? Did you just give me a little speech about being retired?” Zen teased. She knew that once in business, former operatives never truly left those habits or ties behind.

“You said Navarro raised red flags because of his obsession with flash dancers.” 

Zen shook her head at the memory of visiting those clubs in Miami. Flash dancers used high-tech special effects in their acts. Flashing laser lights, holograms, and simulated sex acts made for the new version of stripping. Legal porn in three dimensions. Still, some dancers earned extra money by having ‘dates’ with patrons who could afford to pay. The prices weren’t cheap, either. 

“He’s a rough-rider.” 

“Daddy!” 

Zen grimaced at discussing the sordid details with her father. Law enforcement and sex workers used the term to describe customers who enjoyed violent sex. Even in the now mostly legal sex industry, assault was still a crime. Still, some women and men specialized in taking a beating. Transdermal implants blocked pain signals and caused injuries to heal quickly. Another reason the price for ‘rough’ services were high.

James’s laughter at Zen’s embarrassment brought on another coughing fit. He waved away Zen’s attempt to fuss over him. He drank the last of his tea and then cleared his throat. “I was investigating crime before you were born. I know what goes on in those places. Bang bots aren’t enough for some of those creeps.” 

“Not as satisfying as a warm kill,” Zen said, referring to the act of beating a biological human to death. 

Advanced humanoid robots were used to “satisfy the most exotic needs of special clients,” as one such business said in its ads. In street language, robots used for sex were called bang bots. Those used for rough sex were called punching bag humps. An activist movement against the practice had grown as the robots began to look more like people. They argued that the androids had rights, too. Even more, sanctioning violence against machines made it more likely human victims would be next. Sex-work conglomerates countered they were providing an outlet that prevented rape and murder against the living. 

“So, your source in the Miami strip club business led you to Navarro. I assume you did a search on sexual offenders, thinking the murders were sexually motivated. Narrowed it down to suspects who were in the area. Since none of their DNA matched forensics from the crimes, you figured it had to be someone with no arrests or convictions.” Her father rattled off the investigative trail she’d followed as if he’d been her boss. 

“Orlando. He started close to the base in Cape Canaveral. But he’d travel to Miami to party, too. But yeah, my source gave me a couple of names.”

“Zenobia, this wasn’t your fight.” James held up a palm to stop Zen when she started to object. “Two of the victims were connected to the space program, one an Air Force pilot trainee. I know.”

“She had a bright future. Her father is devastated,” Zen said.

“And she was the same age as Lexi when she died,” her father said in a gentle tone. 

“I was helping to analyze crime data when I noticed the pattern.” 

James drummed his blunt fingertips on the armchair. Zen could feel his eagle-eyed gaze on her, his even sharper mind turning wheels. They rarely talked about her. Alexis Lynn Batiste went away to Mount Holyoke College at age seventeen. Zen would joke she was a late bloomer compared to her older siblings. They’d graduated from high school at fifteen or sixteen. Still, Lexi was no slacker. She’d been accepted for a dual-degree program—a bachelor of arts degree from Mount Holyoke and a bachelor of science degree in engineering from the California Institute of Technology. Lexi loved tech. Lexi loved partying just as much. She’d met her murderer at one. Most days, Zen could lock away those painful facts in a corner. So could her father, she suspected. The ability to compartmentalize helped them cope. And not talking about Lexi too often or too long. Today would be no exception. 

“Okay. Skip to the part where you ended up in Madrid.” James crossed his long legs and crossed his arms. 

“You know from your buddies still in service,” Zen countered. She returned his steady gaze with one of her own. 

“I want to hear you tell it. Humor me.”

Zen knew his investigative technique.  Never assume you have the facts. Don’t ask questions you don’t have answers for already. Have the witness, or suspect, repeat their story. Pick apart the details. Hone in on inconsistencies. The cushioned sofa suddenly felt like the hot seat.

“I came to check on you and Mama, not be interrogated.” 

“Zenobia.” James’s basso tone reverberated in the room. 

Enola came in at that moment, her own teacup in hand. “I swear, Maisie is acting like we’re planning the Queen of England’s Jubilee instead of pastor’s fifth anniversary. I admire the young man, and he’s done good work since he was installed, but...” She sat on the sofa and sighed. 

“How is Mrs. Holcomb?” Zen jumped in, relieved at the distraction. 

“Ordering everybody around as usual.”

“Not you, I bet.” Zen grinned at her mother. She avoided glancing at James. 

Enola finally appeared to read the room. “You know me well. Now what are we talking about?” 

“Zenobia is about to tell me about Madrid,” James rumbled. 

“You didn’t tell me you took a trip, honey. Work or pleasure?” Enola raised both eyebrows at her husband as she spoke. 

“Work. Sort of.” Zen gave her father a stiff smile; a silent request to drop the subject.

“Not a sanctioned trip though,” James replied with relentless determination. 

“Hmm, then I definitely got Maisie off the phone in time. Go head, Zen.” Enola settled next to James, cup in hand. 

Most knew of her mother as a talented musician and music teacher. She’d traveled the globe before and during her marriage. Few knew she’d acted as an intelligence operative as well.

“My plan was simple. I took a couple of weeks off from work. I tried working with the local police and the Air Force special investigator. He was stuck on Lt. Shannon’s ex-boyfriend, a civilian,” Zen said with a grunt of scorn.

“Tunnel vision,” James put in.

“Exactly. Nothing linked him to the crime. The fact that he didn’t have a solid alibi wasn’t nearly enough. Anyway, I made the connections. Long story short, I found out Navarro had attended parties with two victims. The other woman, a civilian Air Force employee, knew Lt. Shannon. They all knew each other. Navarro had narrowly escaped charges for assault when local police realized the victim was a humanoid robot. They look so real. Anyway, his DNA profile is a match, so I turned out to be right. That and the trophies I found in his Madrid apartment.” Zen crossed her arms to match her father’s stern pose.  

“You illegally accessed his security clearance records to get your hands on his bio signatures—fingerprints, body chemistry profile. Flew to a foreign country to investigate one of their citizens in violation of an international treaty. When your plan hit a snag, you involved a local agent, who got shot.” James ticked off Zen’s crimes on the fingers of one hand.

“I didn’t hack into his files. I explained to the personnel guy that I needed it for a project,” Zen protested. “I was looking at data on employees at one point.”

“Your DOJ badge and a pretty smile will get you in anywhere, huh?” James said.

Zen grinned at him. “Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. This smile got me into two of his apartment buildings.”

“Yeah, and look what else it got you into. A crap load of trouble.” James scowled at Zen.

“How bad?” Enola asked her husband. 

“Disciplinary note in her employee record and reassignment.” 

“Another agency?” Enola leaned toward him. 

“Hey, you two. I’m right here and can answer for myself. I’m not twelve years old,” Zen broke in. 

“Hmmm.” Enola settled back again and sipped tea.

“Not another agency, I don’t think. Unless you know something.” Zen shot a sharp glance at her father. 

James waited a few seconds before he shook his head. “Hasn’t been decided yet.”

Zen felt a stab of anxiety at her father’s reply. “I like my job at the DOJ.” 

“Then I suggest you act like it and stop making waves,” James shot back. 

Enola turned to Zen. “You’ve always been your own worst enemy. You won’t move up if you keep going around your boss, making him look like a fool—” 

“He is a fool,” Zen mumbled.

“She’s determined to ruin her career. Never listens.” Enola let out a hiss of exasperation.

“The plan was solid,” Zen snapped. “I got into Navarro’s second apartment, where he really lived, found his trophies, mailed evidence and his address to the local police. Then the package delivery folks went on strike. So, I had Nino go to the drop box to get it. Navarro followed him and...” 

Enola looked at James with a slight frown. “Nino?”

“Balduino Silva. He doubles as a local police officer who also does work for Spain’s intelligence agency. Zen got to know him when she was in Portugal on assignment a few years back. Astra came to stay with us that summer,” James said. 

“Oh yes. I remember. Her father wasn’t happy about it either.” Enola nodded. 

“So, you let her spend three weeks with him and his girlfriend.” Zen glared at her parents in turn. 

“Jordan has joint custody, and Astra wanted to go.” Enola was unruffled by Zen’s lingering anger over the incident. 

“You didn’t object at the time. He married the woman,” James added. 

“And divorced her a year later,” Zen said.

“You’re going to judge him? People in glass houses, as my grandmother used to say,” Enola drawled, her Southern accent coming through despite years on the east coast. “You moved on. Several times, I might add.”

“Most mothers side with their children in a divorce, Mama.” Zen bristled at her mother’s ceaseless disapproval of every move, every decision she made.

“Jordan stepped up, married you while you were both in college. He’s been an attentive and loving father. It just didn’t work out. Isn’t that the speech you gave us when you announced you’d left him?” 

James broke in to head off the familiar debate before it got more heated. “Let’s not get sidetracked, ladies. Why didn’t you send the damn package via drone delivery?”

“Because they snap a photo of the sender. You helped develop those security protocols,” Zen said. 

“Oh, yeah.” Her father lifted his chin with pride at the mention of only one of many career highpoints.

“So, I dropped it into a self-driving mailbox. Every one of the damn things was disabled remotely by employees when they went on strike.” Zen grimaced. 

Although package delivery locally was largely automated, humans still had to sort large deliveries. They also maintained the equipment; drones delivered smaller packages. Self-driving compact vehicles carried mail to office buildings, including those that housed government agencies. Packages were dropped off secure docks and robotic devices received them.  Electronic notifications for pickup were then sent to recipients. All of the machines had security scans for explosives and illegal drugs. 

“You seem very friendly with Mr. Silva, or Nino as you call him. Enough that he didn’t hesitate to help you create an international incident.” Enola sipped tea. 

“He was loyal, tried to keep her name out of it. But still, I wonder if they’re pals since she got him shot,” James said in his typical blunt way. His scowl softened at the stricken expression on Zen’s face. 

“You’re right. I put Nino in that bullet’s path.” Zen squeezed her eyes shut against the image of Balduino hooked up to medical devices.

“He’s recovering just fine, sweetheart. He’s young and in excellent physical shape,” James said, patting Zen’s knee.

“Yes, he is. Thank God,” Zen replied with a nod. When she opened her eyes, Enola was looking at her with both eyebrows raised. 

“Plus, I understand he’s undergone bio-enhancements. He’ll heal quickly,” James said. When both women turned to him in surprise, he cleared his throat. “That’s all I can say.”

“Spain is using its law enforcement and security agents as lab rats? I can’t believe...” Zen’s voice trailed off as she gazed at her father. “You served on the Global Security Council. Aside from package screening with the new robotics, I seem to recall there were rumors about creating super-soldiers. Not just technologically advanced weapons and equipment.” 

“Each nation and the EU had access to resources. Countries chose which ones they wanted to implement. But about ten were adopted in all countries by agreement,” James said.

“Nino could almost sense the moves I’d made, what I was thinking.” Zen felt a flush of warmth at the sensational sex they’d had. Apparently, he hadn’t simply improved with age and experience. 

“Really? Judging from that dreamy look in your eyes, those upgrades have other benefits.” Enola tilted her head to one side as she gazed at Zen. 

“I don’t know what you mean,” Zen said and affected a blank expression. 

“Zenobia is an adult and her private life is none of our business.” 

“And by that he really means it’s none of your business, Mama,” Zen added.

“Back to the important thing, how this little episode will affect your professional career with DOJ,” James said. 

Zen shrugged. “I can survive sitting at a desk staring at data, sending reports, doing charts and graphs for a few months.”

“Or years,” Enola shot back.

“Ouch.” Zen suddenly needed a sip of something stronger than hibiscus tea with elderberry.

“I’m sure it won’t come to that. You caught a serial killer, after all. The press coverage boosted the department and made you a hero. Your boss can’t punish you too much. Would only make him look worse.” James smiled at his view of the bright side. He looked at his wife. “Her instincts were right. She gets that from me.”

“Instinct. Another way of saying you would go around proper channels, ask forgiveness rather than permission. Bucked authority. You could be the head of global intelligence, which includes the CIA, by now.” Enola pointed a finger at her husband. 

“Daddy was rewarded for his initiative more than a few times, mama. Blame the nationalists,” Zen said in his defense. 

“His resourcefulness did take us around the world. Your father beat them at every turn. But I don’t miss the grind and pressure.” Enola’s disapproving expression smoothed into a smile. She rose and gave James a hug. Her father touched Enola’s cheek with affection. Then she gathered up the now-empty cups to put them on a tray to return to the kitchen.

James frowned. “Nationalists can’t accept the reality or obvious advantages of global cooperation. Climate change continues to reshape the Earth. Terrorism continues to be a challenge. Income inequality, political oppression. We need to address them as a unified world.”  

“I don’t know all factions, but racism is the subtext of every speech and social media post. It’s the dog whistle that unites them. I don’t care what they say,” Zen said. 

“At least we’re keeping them on the margins. Not that we’ll have a global governing system anytime soon. Nations still have their own interests. We have our own histories, languages, cultures—” 

“And national interests,” Zen said, finishing his thought. She grinned at her father. The engineer, history buff, and intelligence expert. 

“Which brings us back to Spain and the EU. They’re pissed, mostly embarrassed that a US operative solved the crimes. The Spanish and EU newscasts made them look like idiots.” James scowled at Zen in the same way the committee members had. 

“I didn’t plan on such a blow up. Damn postal union.” 

“I was bold as a young special agent, but daughter, you take the cake.”

“Technically, I had international probable cause to enter his residence. After determining that lives were endangered and time was of the essence—” 

“Don’t quote the exceptions to me, young woman. I helped write them,” James snapped. One of his innovations once he rose through the ranks was protocol exceptions available to senior special agents. The regulations were a nod to a common problem. Field agents with real skills versus superiors in top jobs due to family and political connections. 

“I had no way of anticipating the mail technician strike, Daddy. Of all the things I could have checked... I mean, they didn’t even vote to stop work until a day after I was on the ground.” Zen got up and went back to the window. 

“I know. I had a few of my own close calls. There were steps you could have taken, even so.” James heaved a long sigh at the look she gave him. They’d talked about Zen’s boss more than once. “Yeah, Kenneth has solid connections up the chain of command.”

“Then you know he would have been tipped off. I’ve documented his missteps before. Ignoring clear data that complicated investigations, making decisions based on his nationalist leanings.” Zen came back from the window and sat again. 

“Which he’s vehemently denied. Careful taking that tack,” James said, dropping his voice low. “The seriousness of such an allegation...” 

“That’s between us, don’t worry.” Zen waved a hand at him. “Not that it had anything to do with the Navarro case. Kenneth didn’t want to listen to anything from me.” 

“Well, we’re here now. A wild card landed you in hot water,” James said, using two more of his favorite old-fashion expressions. 

“A crazy quark,” Zen replied, using the modern version. “Guess I’ll have to deal with it. I have a meeting with Kenneth Monday.”

“Daughter, you need to own up to the trouble you’ve caused and—” 

“Keep my mouth in check and my head down. I got it.” Zen beat one hand on the sofa cushion. She had all day Sunday to prepare. If Enola had been in the room, she’d have advised her to spend those hours in prayer.
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Zen arrived at the anteroom where Kenneth’s administrative assistant sat.  She knocked after taking a deep breath and opened the door without waiting. The young man was on the phone. Grayson eyed her as she entered

“Kenneth Spaulding’s office. Yes, ma’am, I’ll let him know.” 

Grayson ended the call by tapping his headset and entered notes on a digital note tablet. He didn’t look up at her. Zen didn’t like Grayson any more than she liked her boss. Grayson and Spaulding were a matched set of arrogant entitlement. Seething resentment of Zen’s family connections and accomplishments always simmered beneath the surface of their exchanges. Zen sat down in a leather chair. She made a show of scrolling through messages on her phone. They both looked up when the recessed door to her boss’s office swung open. To her surprise, Clive Anderson stepped out, followed by Bertice Illinois. Zen snapped to her feet. She quickly jammed her phone into the pocket of her suit jacket.

Sir, ma’am,” Zen said in a crisp, respectful tone. 

Ms. Illinois nodded to her. “Have a good day, Agent Batiste.”

“You, too, ma’am.” 

Zen studied the woman for non-verbal clues to what she meant and came up empty. Ms. Illinois’s tone and face gave nothing away. Clive Anderson beckoned to her, turned, and disappeared into the office without waiting. Grayson looked at Zen, a smirk pulling his thin lips up at one corner. His porcelain skin, icy-blue eyes, and reddish-blond hair made him look almost like a doll—an evil one from a horror story. 

“Yes, Ms. Batiste. As good a day as you can after that meeting,” he murmured when she strode past. He hissed when Zen gave him a one-fingered salute as the last word.

She shut the door behind her after entering. She crossed the fine Moroccan wool rug to stand in front of Spaulding’s desk. Back straight. Chin up. Hands clasped behind her back. Her father’s advice came to her. “If you get in trouble but got a good result don’t whine or grovel. And for God’s sake don’t crow about showing up the boss,” James had said. The voice of experience, Zen mused.

Spaulding looked at her as he tapped his expensive pen on the polished wood. A file sat in front of him. “Batiste.”

“Sir.” Zen nodded at Anderson, who stood to one side of the room, as a greeting.

“Madrid turned into a shitshow, and you had the starring role.” Spaulding used the pen to point at her. 

Zen didn’t respond immediately as the two men observed her for a reaction. Seconds ticked by before she replied. “An unexpected turn of events that I should have anticipated.” 

“Your mastery of understatement is astounding,” Spaulding clipped.

“The circumstances were unique to say the least. I’m not sure anyone would have checked on the delivery workers union,” Clive Anderson cut in smoothly.

Spaulding’s mouth still hung open for a few seconds. Then he snapped his lips together. A sour expression settled on his broad face, accented by a flush of pink. Anderson walked over and gestured for Zen to take a seat. Then he sat next to her in a matching leather chair. They both faced Spaulding’s desk. 

“The strain on our relationship with an ally complicates—” 

“Ms. Batiste has had the consequences of her independent investigation explained to her, Ken.” Anderson smiled at him.

Zen glanced from her boss to Anderson. She could read the room but was still confused. Spaulding wanted his pound of flesh, a way to save face. He hadn’t had a chance to castigate Zen, not even in private. He needed to as a balm to his scarred ego, to re-establish that he was large and in charge. Anderson seemed determined to thwart such a display.

“Diplomacy and quid pro quo have mitigated some of the damage, Batiste,” Spaulding pressed on with a grimace at Zen. 

“Understood, sir.” Zen nodded to Spaulding. 

Her boss leaned forward with both elbows on the desk. “Understand? What about an apology and humility?”

“I’m very sorry Agent Silva was injured. And I’m grateful for the efforts of the department to explain the circumstances to our Spanish counterpart. Agent Silva will get credit for solving two murders as well,” Zen said. “I don’t need to have my name on any public mention of the case.”

“No mention. How generous of you!” Spaulding sputtered as he slapped a palm on his desktop. 

Don’t brag, girl! James Batiste’s bass rang in Zen’s skull as though he stood invisible at her shoulder. “I didn’t mean it that way, sir. I know my actions caused potential problems with Spain.”

“And the European Union,” Spaulding put in, jabbing a thick forefinger at her.   

“It’s been handled by a competent team from my office and our embassy in Brussels,” Anderson inserted. He and Spaulding stared at each other in silence for a few beats. Zen’s boss looked away first. 

Zen wondered at the tension between the two men. “Thanks for the update, sirs. I had no intention of harming international relations. I’m sorry.”

“Your position will change.” Spaulding’s jaw muscle jumped.

Anderson transferred his gaze from Spaulding to Zen. “You know about the additional moon colony, I assume.”

“Uh, I... Yeah. I mean yes, sir.” Zen blinked with puzzlement at the subject shift. “Though to be honest I haven’t kept up with the latest news feeds about it.” 

“Too busy plotting ways to cause an international crisis,” Spaulding muttered.

Anderson heaved a sigh, but didn’t address Spaulding’s sarcasm. “Goddard has built the second colony, first one operated by a private company. As of last week, they have ten people up there and want to send ten more. That’s added to the twenty people in the NASA colony.”

“I see.” Zen didn’t see at all, though. “You’re going to exile me on the moon as punishment?” 

“Not a bad idea,” Spaulding wisecracked. He flinched when Anderson squinted at him. 

“No, Batiste. You caught a globe-trotting serial killer, after all. There are those who think you should get a commendation.” Anderson’s voice cut through the air like a flinty blade aimed at her boss. 

Zen let the heavy silence stretch for a few seconds. She relished the way Spaulding fidgeted but maintained a poker face. “Yes, sir.”

Anderson cleared his throat and turned to Zen again. “Your dissertation addressed the complexities of culture in special environments, the emergence of aberrant or criminal behavior. Specifically, on space stations or colonies.”

Zen frowned at his reference to her long-ago academic pursuits. She’d started her research in grad school while pregnant, hence her daughter’s name. That Astra’s father would later train as an astronaut seemed prophetic. 

“Yes. I posited that even in space, those with sociopathic tendencies would find a way to exploit new systems. Or that pressure from an alien environment would create new crimes, or at least twists on old ones. All theories back then. An intriguing academic exercise.” Zen’s combined interest in mental health and forensic sociology had led to her unconventional choice of a doctoral thesis.

“Well, it seems you’re once again ahead of the crowd, Dr. Batiste. And you work for us.” Anderson’s hazel eyes twinkled with delight. 

“Sir?” Zen blinked at him rapidly, looked at Spaulding and back at Anderson again. 

“You’re coming to a new department, a division of the DOJ in concert with NASA. We need your expertise,” Anderson said. 

“There’s a crime problem on the colonies already? I hadn’t heard—” 

“We want to get on top of understanding... the dynamics of these new space cultures.” Anderson seemed to be choosing his words with great care.

“Okay,” Zen replied. She sensed Anderson held back because of Spaulding’s presence.

“With Kenneth’s consultation and agreement, of course.” Anderson shot a glance at her boss.

“Right,” Spaulding added, his expression stiff.

Anderson gave Spaulding a crisp nod and then stood. “Let me show you to your new office.”

“Uh, sure. Great.” Zen glanced at Spaulding for a clue and got none. She followed Anderson to the door, feeling like she was stepping into alien territory already.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
~THE LODFSTONE PUZILE
THE IN SITU HURDERS
THE TITAN PARADDX






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





