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  Part 1: Relic Enforcement Command


  Then God said, “Let Us make humankind in Our image, in the likeness of Ourselves.”


  —Book of Genesis, 1:26


  Mephistopheles: When all the world dissolves…All places shall be hell that is not Heaven.


  Faustus: Come, I think hell’s a fable.


  —The Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus, by Christopher Marlowe, c. 1592


  …to protect and defend the Citizens of the Republic against domestic threats both civil and fanatical, to uphold and enforce the criminal laws of the United Republic, and to guarantee the purity of our nation against all artifacts of zealotry.


  —Relic Enforcement Command Mission Statement, 2016


  Chapter 1


  Rafael Ward was about to die.


  It was a fact as sure as any in his textbooks. The fall of Rome in 476. Christopher Columbus in 1492. The formation of Relic Enforcement Command in 2016. Fact: the door at the end of the hall would be the last he would ever walk through.


  It wasn’t a completely unpleasant thought. There was something right about it. About this basement. The door. Like walking through it would be the final payoff on a debt owed.


  Besides, he had to do it. There were things worse than death. Places worse than ash-filled urns. He thought of the Tower. One way or another he’d be there soon. Better to push on than to run away, to leave that debt unfulfilled.


  His legs didn’t move, didn’t take him from that last stair down into the hall. He’d been taught to avoid basements. “You can jump out a window or from one roof to another,” Agent Compano, his recruiter and trainer, had said. “But in a basement, you’re stuck. It might as well be a coffin.” Yet here he was, on his first solo operation, ordered into the cellar of an abandoned apartment building in South Philly. Ordered into darkness and dust and an almost ridiculous silence that pounded inside his head like waves.


  He concentrated on his breathing like he’d been taught. “Control the aspects of the operation you can control,” was another of Agent Compano’s tips. “Trust us to take care of the rest.”


  Trust. It seemed a simple thing for Relic Enforcement Command, the REC, to ask. Trust them to control what Ward couldn’t. What he couldn’t control was that he worked for them. Quitting wasn’t an option. Agents of the REC, even conscripts like Ward, were sworn for life. There was nothing to do now but take that next step off the stairs. Success or death. The REC’s unofficial motto.


  He squinted down the hallway that extended from the stairwell. By the remaining light from the top of the stairs he could make out two doors lining the left side of the corridor and one on the right. Even with his limited six weekends of REC training, he recognized the danger this setup presented: ambush.


  Five minutes ago, as he’d approached the building, he’d replayed in his mind the last thing Agent Compano had told him in person. It was two weeks ago, and he’d just been informed that his training reviews were approved. He was now an active Agent. She handed him an unremarkable black briefcase containing the items he would need to carry out his duties. In an uncharacteristic display, she placed a hand on his shoulder.


  “It’s simple, Professor,” she said. “Collect the artifact, count the cash, and deliver the contraband to Command.”


  “What about the…” he wanted to say suspects or perpetrators, but the words didn’t feel right, “…the bad guys?” That choice felt even worse.


  “You let us take care of that,” she said. “Just do what you’re told. Operations like yours are simple. Good fun. You might even get to like it.” The corner of her lip curled like it was being pulled by a fishing line. It was as close to a smile as he’d ever seen from her. She actually meant what she said, he realized. To her operations like his were easy and fun.


  Ward was not having fun. He was certain there wasn’t going to be anything simple or easy about what waited for him behind the door at the end of the hall.


  His breathing finally even and under control, Ward reached beneath his black leather field jacket for his Command-issued RT40 pistol. The RT, or Republic Tactical, forty-caliber weighed just over two pounds loaded, and at the target range it never felt an ounce more. But in the near dark of the stairwell, its weight tripled.


  Still, Ward found it a welcomed heft. A dozen clichéd lines raced through his mind, plucked from the pop noir novels he’d been reading since grade school. Lines about, and by, characters like Terry Mack, Philip Marlowe, and Chili Palmer.


  He waited in the dark, the narrative would go, reassured by the weight of the gun in his hand.


  They were bad fiction from a forgotten era, yet Ward loved them as much as the medieval history and literature he taught at Carroll University.


  And here he was, clenching the knurled grip of the RT40, its weight making him feel safe.


  He tried to ignore the fact that he’d never fired a weapon outside a range, not even during his military service—the two year mandatory Citizen’s Duty everyone enlisted in after high school—which he’d completed just over a decade ago. But, as Agent Compano had said more than once, Ward hadn’t been recruited for his commando skills. In Professor Rafael Ward, they had the perfect mole. He was one of the Atlantic District’s leading experts in medieval European history, and thus in the illegal religions academically known as mythologies, of that era. He was exactly the type of person outlaw Believers would accept as one of their own.


  At least they would so long as they didn’t know about his childhood.


  Ward put the thought out of his mind and chambered a round. He stepped from the stairway and began his progress through the hall, the rising dust making the floor shimmer. The room seemed to spin. All the comfort of the pistol in his hand drained away.


  He became aware of his heartbeat pounding at the same time the desire to run returned. But there was no turning back. There hadn’t been since he’d opened the door to his office near the end of the spring semester to find his officemate Ken Hickey fidgeting, wide-eyed on the couch. Ken, in his standard oversized khaki blazer and baggy trousers, looked like a rumpled pile of terrified laundry. Standing in front of Ken had been two powerfully built men in identical black suits featuring black shirts and white ties. And Agent Compano.


  She wore the same standard REC suit as her partners, but with a slightly more feminine cut and the addition of a red bar across her tie near the knot. Her brunette hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She was younger than Ward, but her eyes asserted absolute authority. Once Ward was in the tiny office, Agent Compano had asked Ken to excuse them. He did so, shrugging on his way out the door as if to say, “Sorry, dude. Hope you don’t die.”


  Ward hadn’t died. During a brief conversation in the office, he’d been “volunteered” to join the REC. Just like he’d been “volunteered” to undertake this operation in this basement. And regardless of the “volunteering,” REC Agents did not offer excuses. They did not fail.


  Ward’s thigh muscles pulsed in time with his heart. “Come on,” he whispered. He locked his eyes on the door at the far end and forced his feet to shuffle forward.


  As he approached the midpoint of the hallway a voice in his head announced: The doors, Rafe. Check the doors.


  Ward’s stomach tumbled over itself as he realized he’d been so focused on the door at the end he’d forgotten about the potential ambush. He shook his head and thanked the internal warning. He’d benefited from similar instinctive announcements before. He liked to think of it as his conscience, with a built-in alarm. A sentinel perhaps, for when the academic side of his brain lost track of the practical world around him. It was what kept him from dropping a coffee mug when he’d only placed half of it on the edge of his desk. Or from being run over when he stepped into the street while lost in thought about the day’s upcoming lecture. It offered approvals and dissents for everything from choosing to study history, to backing off the purchase of a convertible yellow sports car which would have been near useless in the Philly winters, and likely would have been a money pit.


  In this case the voice might well have saved his life. To find out, Ward pressed his ear to the closest door on the left. At first, he couldn’t hear anything over the pumping of his own pulse. He pulled back a little. This time he heard nothing. A good nothing. The kind of nothing that indicated there was no one inside waiting to kill him. In the limited light, he examined the doorknob. A thin film of dust clung to it. He relaxed his hand and re-gripped his pistol. Agent Compano had never taught him to check for dust on doorknobs. That one was all him. He held back a grin but still congratulated himself. He then repeated the listening and doorknob check at the remaining two doors. Silence and dust. He continued down the hallway pressed against the wall, just in case.


  At the end of the corridor Ward placed his ear to the final door. At first this one, too, produced only silence. Then, as he was about to pull away, he heard something. Not much. Maybe the shuffling of feet.


  Maybe an ambush.


  Ward dismissed the thought before his heart rate rose again. Agent Compano, posing as Ward’s contact and point person for what she called the relic black market, had set up this meet. Ward was an asset. Her asset. She wouldn’t send him unprepared into a full-on ambush.


  Then again, her first priority was to Relic Enforcement Command. To confiscating the relics that Believers used to inspire their insurgencies and terrorist attacks. The REC was the nation’s key anti-Belief weapon. Bibles, manifestos, novels, videos, downloads, anything at all on the censor list, even tattoos and utterances invoking faith or gods—the REC tracked them all. But actual relics, these were the REC’s priority.


  Would she really care, Ward wondered, if I was killed during an otherwise successful operation?


  He knew the answer but wouldn’t allow his mind to speak it. Instead, he focused on the door and on what he did know, the details of the operation as relayed via Agent Compano’s encrypted text. He was to meet a man named Torres who would pay him ten thousand dollars in cash to transport an as of yet unidentified artifact to an as of yet unidentified location outside the Atlantic District.


  The artifact and the location didn’t matter. Ward wouldn’t be keeping the cash and he wouldn’t be taking the item anywhere but the REC’s field office, known as the Tower, about four miles to the north. By the time Ward had arrived at the Tower, Torres would be in custody, likely in interrogation. By the end of the weekend he’d be feeding the Crematorium across the river in Camden.


  Simple and easy, as Agent Compano would say.


  Maybe, Ward thought, disturbed at how naive he sounded even in his own head.


  Either way there was nothing left to do but open the door and get this whole thing over with. Before he did, however, Ward returned his pistol to the belt holster beneath his jacket. When drawn, Agent Compano had taught, the gun is all your adversary sees.


  “Unless you intend to open the meeting with gunfire,” Ward remembered her saying, “keep it holstered.”


  A gunfight was the last thing Ward wanted. He smoothed his jacket over the pistol. Checked the hallway behind him once more. No movement. No open doors. There were only his own boot prints in the dust.


  He tried to remember what Agent Compano had taught him about calming his breathing, letting it find its natural respiratory pause, while lining up a target with a tactical rifle. Had she said to take the shot on the exhale? On the inhale and hold it? Was it different depending on whether you were lying still or rushing through a firefight?


  His pulse was quickening not slowing. His breath coming in short bursts not rhythmic lengths.


  You're overthinking, Rafe.


  He exhaled and opened the door.


  Chapter 2


  There was light.


  No, lights. Too many lights. Blinding lights disorienting him.


  Ward put up his hand but it was like trying to block the sun. He felt for the doorframe to steady himself. To regain the advantage he’d lost with such a simple assault. Four spotlights. He could see them now, ranged in an arc, boring into him. He had to even the field.


  He squinted through his fingers. Thought he could make out six or seven pairs of shoes split into two flanking groups at opposite ends of the room.


  “This isn’t going to be easy if I’m blind,” he said.


  Another few seconds of radiance, then the lights dimmed and pivoted out and up. Ward pressed his knuckles into his eyes and tried to blink away the spots and stars from his vision. It took a moment for him to be able to see clear enough to realize it was actually only two spotlights, not four, that had blinded him. The rest of the room came into focus. It was about thirty-feet square with bare cinderblock walls on three sides. The back wall was submerged in darkness behind the lights. Chunks of broken cinderblock shards and other debris scattered the room, mostly along the walls. It smelled of mold, something like wet dog.


  With clearer vision came an understanding of just how effective the spotlight strategy was. He was flanked by four people, not six or seven. On his right stood a large, shaved-headed man in black military-style pants and sweater. The sweater looked like it was in distress from the man’s physique, barely holding on. An assault rifle rested comfortably on his forearm. A smaller individual, possibly a woman, lingered behind the big man on the edge of the light.


  On the other side, a man dressed and armed like the giant on the right, though not as robust, held an assault rifle against his shoulder, its stock balanced in his right palm. In front of him stood a bearded man with gloomy eyes, a heavy brow, and wearing a dark business suit. Arms folded. Scowling. This was the man in charge. Ward had no doubt.


  Torres.


  “Maybe we can all step into the light a bit,” Ward said, “and do this nice and friendly. What do you think?”


  Torres took two steps forward. It was like the first tentative moves in chess, except here was Torres, at least a bishop, maybe a rook, facing off with a pawn.


  Stillness and silence.


  Ward began to fidget, ready to say something, probably something stupid, when Torres finally spoke.


  “Your weapon,” he said, his voice full of bass and impatience.


  During his two training operations, Ward had been the one in a position of authority. Two desperate Believers begging him to help them rescue their prized possessions from the REC’s tireless hunt. He’d gathered a tooth, purported to have been Saint Anthony’s, and a vial of cream-colored sand, pledged as some of the cremated remain of the Buddha. Ward knew neither was authentic. And from that, as much as from the REC, he derived the confidence which gave him his authority.


  Torres, however, was no beggar. Knowing that magic bones and shrouds didn’t exist offered Ward no edge. And the REC was not close enough to afford protection, let alone authority, while outnumbered and outgunned. If things went bad he’d likely be dead before Agent Compano stepped foot inside the apartment building.


  He removed his pistol with three fingers and placed it on the floor. The guard beside Torres slung his rifle over his shoulder and approached. He kicked Ward’s pistol a few feet towards the corner. He then traced Ward’s frame with his eyes before drawing from his belt a Citizens Port, the roughly six-inch by four-inch standard issue portable computer and telecom device approved by the Republic. Everyone was awarded a CP on the completion of their Citizen’s Duty if they were approved as a Citizen.


  The large man motioned for Ward to raise his arms.


  This was it. Agent Compano’s plan, and Ward’s life, hinged on this moment. She had warned him about it, but it hadn’t come up in the training operations. Torres was no grandmother hiding a tooth in a coffee can. He had resources. And those resources were about to reveal whether or not the REC’s technology was as advanced as advertised.


  The guard wanded his Port over Ward’s body, top to bottom then up again. It looked like a CP6, one of the newer models available. A bit faster and lighter than the standard issue CP. He was sweeping for any signal that might indicate an REC uplink, anything to prove Ward was not a legitimate Believer.


  Ward held his breath. In the right hip pocket of his jacket was a new R1, a new generation Port model designed specifically for Republic officials. It was, according to Agent Compano, the most important item in the briefcase she’d handed him at the end of his training. Ward hadn’t bothered asking about it. He’d assumed it was a more powerful version of the CP. Now, however, he remembered Agent Compano saying something about its link to Command. What was it? A passive link? An unbreakable link? Undetectable?


  Whatever it was, it was too late to do anything about it. Ward held his breath and waited for the guard to finish his scan.


  The Port chimed. The shaved-headed man reviewed the results. He exchanged looks with Torres. The beard twitched. The guard returned to his post. The R1 had passed its test.


  Ward exhaled and rolled his left shoulder, cracking some of the tension in his neck.


  The sentry on the right side withdrew into the dark, returning with a small table. He placed it in the light, in the middle of the room, before resuming his position.


  On the table sat a dark wooden box about two feet long and one wide. Certainly handmade, it looked to be a century old at least. A cross-engraved silver latch on its front refracted the spotlights, creating a small rainbow in the airborne dust.


  Torres raised an eyebrow as if to say, “Get on with it.”


  Ward moved to the table, clenching his fist. Something was wrong. It was a panicked thought, but he couldn’t expel it. Torres was too cautious. The air was too acerbic. The thought of aborting the operation returned. He could wheel around and trace his own shadow back out the door, be gone in ten seconds.


  Finish the operation. The voice in the back of his mind was steady and reassuring. The way a mother’s cadence waltzed through a bedtime story.


  Ward took a deep breath and knelt before the table. He lifted the latch. The cool, thin metal calmed his nerves. This was not like the two training operations. This didn’t have the feel of Jersey Shore sand masquerading as twenty-five-hundred-year-old remains.


  He opened the box.


  Nestled in the plush interior was an iron rod, maybe ten inches long, terminating in a petal-shaped spearhead.


  “We’re good?” Torres asked. His voice indicated an expectation of surprise.


  Ward had to be careful. He was surprised. But not for the reason Torres thought.


  He knew he was looking at what Torres believed to be the Spear of Destiny. The lance with which a Roman soldier supposedly stabbed Jesus at the crucifixion. A weapon that conquerors had sought and killed for over the many centuries before the Republic’s Edict Seven legislated that there was no power residing in the sky nor in ancient artifacts buried in the Earth.


  What Torres couldn’t know was that this was the second Holy Lance Ward had beheld. The first had been presented to him at the university two years earlier with a mandate for authentication. It had arrived in an unmarked brown box. Inside was the famous Hofburg Spear which Adolf Hitler had possessed, and a scan code for Ward’s CP. The scan uploaded instructions and a confidentiality agreement. It was signed by an REC research official.


  It was a bit of an odd request. Ward had never heard of the REC bothering to validate contraband’s authenticity. In hindsight, it could have been a test to gauge him prior to his recruitment. He’d apparently passed the test. The Hofburg Spear hadn’t. A simple metallurgical scan had proven it fraudulent, a conglomerate of components from centuries too diverse and too young to have been present during the Biblical era.


  This Spear of Destiny was not more promising. The typical Roman spear of the first century BCE, the pilum, sported a conical socket and leaf-shaped blade that was close to a foot and half long. Ward surmised that what he beheld was actually a spiculum, a Roman infantry javelin that did not become common until the middle of the third century CE.


  Ward reached into his jacket’s hip pocket for his R1 to perform the standard scan of a suspected relic. “Almost. I just need to check—”


  The guards raised their rifles.


  Ward stopped, his hand immobilized halfway into the pocket. No one spoke. Seconds passed. He inched his hand out of the pocket, keeping his fingers splayed open to show he held no weapon. Sweat tickled his hairline.


  “Maybe we should all take a breath.”


  It was a new voice, coming from that person in the shadow who was, as Ward had surmised, a woman. She stepped into the light.


  She was a few inches shorter than he, wearing dark, pocketed pants, a black hooded sweater, and a shoulder-slung backpack. Her dark hair—it was difficult to discern color with the spotlights behind her—was short and rakish. It reminded him of…


  “Let’s allow Professor Ward to verify it’s not tagged, shall we? After all, he was kind enough to let us scan him.” She offered a perfunctory smile to Ward. “That’ll be good, yes?”


  Again, the only sign from Torres was a bobbing of the beard, but the guards obediently lowered their guns. The woman joined Ward in the center of the room, kneeling on the opposite side of the table. She leaned in close. To Ward she smelled like the park in spring.


  She set her light eyes—blue or maybe green—into a glare that said: I don’t want to hand this over to you, but I have to. “You better be as good as your reputation.”


  His reputation. A manufactured resume of lies concocted by Agent Compano on behalf of the REC and implemented into the nation’s law enforcement network database to prove that Professor Rafael Ward had been smuggling illegal artifacts throughout the Citizens Republic of America for years. He’d been forced to memorize dozens of his own supposed activities, moving saints’ finger bones and vials of prophets’ tears and so forth from District to District to keep them out of the REC’s reach. According to the files his identity was unknown by the REC. He was listed as Codename: M.


  Ward liked to think the M stood for Marlowe or Melville.


  He mustered all the confidence he could, all the confidence of the criminal called Melville, and forced a half smile. “I am.”


  The woman raised an eyebrow. Ward couldn’t tell if it was curiosity or skepticism. In either case he didn’t want to test how far he could carry his bravado. He chose instead to deflect.


  “Who are you?”


  “MacKenzie.”


  “Okay, MacKenzie,” Ward said, knowing they’d be expecting him to ask more questions. “Where do you need me to take this?”


  “Just scan the Spear. Then we’ll discuss the details.” Her tone was harsh yet seemed forced.


  He removed the R1 from his jacket. Held it up and let it scan his retina. The screen lit. He swiped a trembling finger across it to start the program. The R1’s second test was about to begin.


  “Nice toy, Professor,” MacKenzie said, bending in as if to get a better look. “You know, if Torres hadn’t done his homework I might think you were REC. I’ve only seen Ports like that in the hands of Agents.”


  This close he could make out faint freckles on her nose. He found himself examining the rest of the lines and curves of her face.


  The Spear, Rafe.


  Yes, the Spear. He and Agent Compano had prepared a plan, a script, in response to an observation like hers. What was it? Where had it gone? She just reminded him so much of…of who?


  “Professor?”


  MacKenzie spoke the word softly, but with concern. Her hand crept towards whatever weapon was hidden behind her back.


  Ward cleared his throat and pulled back. The words he needed returned.


  “Look, if we’re moving cash and artifacts,” he pointed at the box, “in a basement, then I can buy a Republic-issue Port in an alley, can’t I?”


  She pursed her mouth as if biting the inside of her lip and nodded in agreement.


  Second test passed. But he couldn’t let himself be distracted like that again. He focused on the Spear, refusing to look MacKenzie in the eye. He lifted the artifact a few inches out of the box and passed the R1 over the length of it. The metal of the Spear was warm and smooth, in far better condition than should be expected from a two-thousand-year-old memento.


  The scan complete, he tapped the screen. It scrolled to a small-print diagnosis. First line, the Spear was GPS free. Below that, it confirmed the Roman design. It was not, however, of Iberian ore, as would be expected—as would be required for it to be a legit relic—of a late BCE Roman weapon. Its iron was primarily Britannic, specifically from the Southeast region called the Weald, though not entirely pure, the unrecognizable proportion of ore making the weapon harder than was typical of a Roman pilum.


  Ward knew that Roman mining in the Weald did not get underway with any serious commitment until the middle of the first century CE, which meant this artifact couldn’t be authentic to the fable of the Crucifixion.


  As always, Edict Seven proved victorious.


  But the weapon was Roman. It was ancient. And that was enough to make Ward’s hand tremble just a bit. Regardless of his new position as an REC Agent he was still an academic. He wondered what stories the Spear might tell, as if it could feel the question through his fingers and maybe answer his thoughts.


  MacKenzie leaned her head in beside his. “The Spear of Destiny,” she said, her breath minty. “Can you feel it, Rafael? Your hand there on the Spear, the actual surface which pierced the Savior?”


  Ward grinned. Definitely a Believer. “It’s Rafe, please.” He placed the Spear back into its chest.


  “Are we good?” Torres interrupted. The glare above the beard indicated that he was growing impatient. Or maybe jealous.


  MacKenzie hopped to her feet and slipped back into the shadows, returning quickly with a large green duffle bag.


  Ward took the bag and opened it, his eyes still on Torres. This time the bearded man looked away first, giving Ward leave to examine the contents. Inside was a pile of cash and a black Citizens Port, a CP2, with a yellow stripe down its back.


  “The Port is locked to incoming,” MacKenzie said. “It runs off grid. They can’t track it. You’ll get a text tomorrow with the destination.”


  Ward acknowledged the instruction and proceeded to count the cash. “Always count the money,” Agent Compano had said. “Smugglers, even compassionate ones, work for the money. If they don’t believe the money’s important, they won’t believe you. And that, Professor, is how operations get blown and Agents get dead.”


  “You are an interesting man, Professor,” Mackenzie said as he finished counting. “I wouldn’t pick you for a smuggler. Or a Believer.”


  “How’s that?” Ward asked when he’d finished counting the cash. He placed the box inside the bag, zipped it closed, and stood, taking note of just how far to the right his pistol laid.


  “You don’t seem the type to risk your life for a thrill.”


  Ward extended the duffle bag’s straps and slung it over his shoulder. “Well, it’s for cash and the cause, not thrills, right?” Another scripted response.


  One of the guards tilted his head and touched his ear. He approached Torres and whispered into his boss’ ear.


  This isn’t good, Ward thought, but held his ground. If there was a problem, making a move for the door would only exacerbate the tension and danger.


  “You shit,” Torres said, pulling a pistol from behind his back.


  MacKenzie jumped away from the table as the guards lifted their rifles.


  Ward raised his hands and took a step backwards. His breath caught in his throat like a gulp of water down the wrong pipe.


  “There’s cops outside,” Torres said. He took a step forward. “What did you do?”


  “What?” Ward said, confused. Standard REC procedure, he’d been told, was to clear the operation zone of all police. No other agencies were allowed to interfere with an Agent. He felt panic building like bile in his throat. He blinked, holding his eyes closed for a two-count while he exhaled. How fast could he drop and grab his RT40? How many steps from the door was he? Nine back and one to the side? Ten and two?


  “You didn’t think there were just four of us, did you?” Torres raised his pistol.


  Ward’s chest clenched. “Wait,” he shouted. “I’m not a cop. I’m not a cop.” His voice repeated the phrase like a skipping record. They were the only words he could find.


  One of the guards took a step forward, leveling his rifle at Ward’s head. MacKenzie melted into the darkness. Without taking his eyes from Ward, Torres asked the guard beside him how long they had.


  The big man touched his ear again. “Ninety seconds.”


  “Either you’re with the cops,” Torres said, taking a step closer, “or you’re careless and let them follow you. Which is it?” He cocked the hammer of his pistol. “One gets you killed, the other gets you beaten and left for them.”


  The black hole of the gun’s barrel was immense. It swallowed Ward’s thoughts, leaving him able only to stare.


  “They’re in the building,” the guard said.


  “Torres,” MacKenzie shouted from somewhere.


  Images of the building from Agent Compano’s recon files shuffled through Ward’s mind. The entrances, exits, breach points, and dead ends. There had to be a way out. An explanation he could offer to buy time, if not yet his life. The images zoomed into the building itself. He saw the empty rooms, the stairs, the doors, the dark hallway.


  The footprints.


  Yes. That was it. How did Torres’ people get in without leaving footprints?


  “Did you check the side rooms in the hall?”


  Torres squinted but didn’t shoot Ward. A good sign. A sign of doubt. A weakness Ward could use as a distraction.


  “When I came down the stairs,” he said, “there were already footprints in the hall, in the dust, back and forth. Only one set. Not enough to be yours. Someone’s in one of those rooms.”


  Torres glared at the guard.


  “It was empty,” the large man said. “No prints.”


  Torres stared. Ward could imagine what he was thinking: Was it a bluff? Could he leave Ward here to get caught? Could he trust to show him whatever escape route they had planned? What about the money? The Spear?


  “Torres!” MacKenzie’s voice seemed farther away than it should.


  Torres lowered his pistol. Ward exhaled. The dark man’s eyes were relentless.


  Ward hedged a little to his right.


  Torres lowered the gun to his hip. “If I find out you led them here—”


  The room exploded.


  Chapter 3


  A phone rang. That long, mechanical tone like an extended beep. But continuous. It didn’t come from a single point. Instead it filled the air. Filled the room. Filled Ward’s head.


  He opened his eyes. He was lying on his stomach in the dark, his chest squeezed as if by a giant fist. The ringing shrank to a droning in his ears. He tried to pick himself up but collapsed with a shooting pain through his left side. He sucked air and nearly choked. Between coughing spasms, he had two thoughts. First, he’d landed on the small table, smashing it to pieces. Second, his gun had somehow made it back into his hand.


  He rose to a knee. The bag containing the cash and the Spear was still slung over his shoulder. He adjusted its weight and looked around. The room was dark. Murky. Only one spotlight was shining, glaring up at the ceiling through a film of smoke. The buzzing in his ears began to dissipate but he still couldn’t see more than a couple feet into the white smoke.


  White smoke.


  Fires don’t make white smoke. Standard issue police smoke grenades do.


  Ward twisted around trying to find the door, but he couldn’t get a bearing on his position in the room.


  “Rafael!”


  It was a woman’s voice. It occurred to him that she’d been yelling his name for some time. The woman with the freckles. What was her name? He tucked the pistol into his belt holster and crawled towards the voice.


  The floor was a labyrinth of debris. Shards and splinters and…Was that a severed hand? Ward looked away, fighting to keep his eyes open.


  Gunfire detonated all around him.


  At the first shot, a single unbearably loud explosion, Ward pressed flat to the ground. As more blasts followed, his understanding of the layout of the room danced away like a soda can on a firing range.


  Another salvo thundered.


  Forget it, he thought. I’m just going to lie here and wait for the cops. They’re on my side.


  It was logical but when the next volley of shots ignited, Ward’s body forgot logic and began crawling again in the opposite direction. Towards the voice. Flinching even at the echoes of gunshots.


  Eventually, the smoke dissolved enough to get his bearings. He’d crawled nearly the length of the room. He thought he could discern a single shooter inside the room somewhere to his left and three or four back by the doorway or maybe in the hallway.


  He continued crawling over the bits and pieces of what was probably once the door, trying not to imagine the same type of damage being inflicted on his own body. He forced his mind to assess the situation as he crawled. With only one defender in the room, the cops would be inside in matter of moments. Whatever exit he was going to find, he needed to do it now.


  “Rafael.” It was the woman’s voice.


  MacKenzie. Her name is MacKenzie.


  He couldn’t see her, but her voice seemed no more than a few feet ahead.


  Ward clambered faster, telling himself that what he’d just splashed through wasn’t blood.


  A hand reached through the smoke and darkness, grabbing his shoulder. He bleated like a child.


  “Come on, we have to go. Now.”


  Ward squinted the scene into focus, finally understanding how MacKenzie had escaped the explosion. She squatted inside a roughly five-foot-by-five-foot hole cut out of the cinderblock back wall of the cellar. He let MacKenzie pull him into the tunnel, squeezing past as she fitted a faux cinderblock wall into the opening. It would buy them some time, but not much.


  With the tunnel entrance sealed they were in complete darkness. Ward found his voice. “Now what?”


  “Now we get the hell out of here. You still have the Spear, yes?”


  “Yeah.” He reached for the small tactical flashlight he kept in his jacket’s left breast pocket.


  A hand grabbed his. It was warm and sweaty. “No lights. I have night-optics. Just don’t let go.”


  “What about the others?”


  “Torres is out.” She pulled on his hand. “He tried to get to you but there was too much gunfire to go back. Maley’s dead. Harrigan’ll buy us time to get out of here.”


  She led Ward ahead, leaving her companion behind to die. Either in the gunfight or at the Crematorium. It was the kind of sacrifice only a Believer would be willing to make.


  Ward put out his free hand to help guide him through the darkness. The walls of the tunnel were softly packed dirt, dry and with the smell of decay whenever it crumbled between his fingers. The floor felt similar beneath his booted feet. Occasional wooden support beams introduced themselves to Ward’s head or shoulder every so often. He grunted each time, and was hushed each time by MacKenzie.


  The tunnel felt old. It was certainly, Ward concluded, not the product of Torres’ handiwork.


  In the darkness, he saw textbook pages from his youth flitter by like a flip book. Chapter after chapter on the War of Reclamation, the revolution which birthed the Citizens Republic of America—the new, secular nation encompassing the previous United States of America, Canada, Greenland, and some bits of Old Mexico. All the corruption of fundamentalists and foreign meddling was eliminated. Yes, it took religious Believers setting off three nuclear bombs in Washington D.C. to start the war, but every school-aged child of the Republic knew that the Reclamation was the best thing to ever happen to America.


  Ward’s mind stopped the flip book on a particular image, a photo that had given him nightmares in his earliest school years. It depicted a tunnel or perhaps a mine shaft, dark as death in the background. The foreground featured human bones. Its focal point was a single, grinning, pearly white skull.


  The caption beneath the photo read something like: Vigilance helps the Republic turn Believers’ tunnels into graves.


  Even scuttling frantically through the dark, Ward couldn’t help a chill at the memory.


  His toe caught a root sending him tumbling face first into the earthen wall of the tunnel. He reached out, managing only to brush his fingertips on MacKenzie’s back before hitting the ground, the air vacating his lungs. He was promptly covered in a shower of debris from above.


  “Up,” MacKenzie said, her voice wooden.


  Ward felt her hands on his shoulders and curled himself into a crouch. “Just a second,” he huffed, air slowly re-inflating his chest.


  “No time,” she said, grabbing his hand and pulling him along.


  As they scrambled through the tunnel, the dirt and pebbles crumbling occasionally onto his head made Ward wonder if the whole thing might collapse. Would it be just a rumble, unnoticed on the streets above, followed by eternity in a dirt grave? Or maybe the whole building would implode into the void of their tunnel, like the church demolitions after the Reclamation. So much stone and mortar reduced to nothing more than rubbish. The systematic Cleansing of the Republic. A lesson in pure industrial efficiency.


  He remembered watching the recorded demolition of Boston’s Old South Church on television after school one day. It was part of the tenth anniversary celebration of the Cleanse.


  “But it’s such a cool building, Mom,” he’d said, popping a chocolate chip cookie into his mouth. In his memories, home always smelled of fresh cookies.


  “They say that’s where the people who started the War of Reclamation built their gods, Raffi. And that’s what they do to people who break their rules.” As she spoke, a graphic showing the countdown ticked away on screen. Ten seconds. That was all they gave for the almost two-hundred-year-old edifice. Nine. Eight.


  “But there aren’t really any gods,” Daniel, Ward’s older brother, had chimed in. “Right, Mom? Not really?”


  Their mother had gotten up then without answering and gone to the kitchen for the next batch of cookies.


  Three. Two. One. The image shook. Blinked out. Came back. The church was nothing but rubble and a filthy mushroom cloud rising into what was, by law, an empty sky.


  From somewhere in another room of Ward’s memory, he could still hear his mom’s voice floating on that chocolate chip aroma. “It sure was pretty, wasn’t it?”


  Another smack of his shoulder against a wooden beam shook the memory from Ward’s mind. Where were they? He’d lost track of the turns. Eight? Twelve? MacKenzie’s hand still held his, but her grip was less militant as they shuffled through the darkness. Even with the directional changes Ward estimated they had to be fifty or so yards outside the apartment building. Maybe even beyond the perimeter the cops would have set.


  The cops—why had they broken protocol and interfered? Ward replayed the moments before his entry into the building. Had he tripped a security alarm? Been seen by a neighbor sneaking into the building? Trailed by a suspicious cop who hadn’t gotten the memo?


  A squeeze of his hand told him to stop. MacKenzie let go. The grating of metal on metal forced Ward to flinch and squeeze his eyes shut. When the sound ceased, he reopened his eyes to two perpendicular lines of light breaking through the darkness above. A second later the trap door popped open.


  Squinting against the light, Ward found MacKenzie’s face—her eyes obscured by plastic-framed sunglasses—only inches from his. She removed the night-optics lenses and dropped them into a side pouch of her backpack, then heaved herself up and out.


  “Come on, Professor,” she said, reaching out a hand. “Unless you want to stay in that hole.”


  Ward took her hand again and climbed up. They appeared to be in another empty basement. A flickering fluorescent tube in the ceiling provided the only light. Two doors waited on opposite walls, one behind each of them.


  When he brought his attention back to MacKenzie, she was glaring at his midsection. Looking down he saw he was still holding her hand. He let go, quickly finding his pockets. She closed the trapdoor and locked it with a bar that had been lying to the side.


  She examined Ward up and down, perhaps trying to decide what to do with him next.


  “All right, what the fuck happened back there?”


  “I don’t know.” Ward stuttered the first word. “I told you, I was alone. You were all there first, and clearly you had people watching the outside. Did I bring the cops? You tell me.”


  She made a face.


  Ward felt a moment of panic. She wasn’t buying it. He clenched his fist, not sure if he should rush her or try to escape.


  “Okay,” she said, her tone giving nothing away. “We should be past any police activity. You can still move the Spear?”


  Ward exhaled. “Of course.”


  “Then nothing’s changed. Wait for Torres’ text. I’ll let him know we’re still good. Take that door behind you. The third door on the right will lead you to the stairs. Go up one flight, then left. You’ll find your way from there.”


  “And you?”


  “And me what?”


  “You know where you’re going?” He cringed as the words came out of his mouth. He sounded like Professor Ward checking up on a helpless freshman.


  “Yes,” MacKenzie said. “I know where to go.”


  “Wait. What about—”


  But she was through the door. Ward thought about going after her until a siren a couple blocks away, maybe less, prompted his feet to march the direction MacKenzie had indicated. He took the turns she’d said through wide, tall, and mostly unlit hallways, using the flashlight to find his way. Piping and utility conduits ran along the walls, probably once covered up by drywall.


  He continued up the stairs as MacKenzie had said. Then left only to find a locked door. It gave way under a hard kick. Two steps inside he realized where he was—a locker room in the old football stadium.


  Shining his light about revealed walls and lockers, rows upon rows of them, painted a faded green. On the back wall of the locker room a mural of an eagle’s head in profile offered a silent reminder of a lost era. A time of huge social gatherings, sporting events, and good-natured competition. Ward, like a lot of other children who grew up in Philadelphia, had once taken a tour of the stadium after its conversion to a detention facility. Professional team sports had long been abolished by then. It was a school trip. Second, maybe third, grade. It was intended to scare the children, to make them remember that Faith was a false father and that evil Believers would inevitably end up in just such a prison.


  It was only a few years later, though, that the Crematoriums were introduced. The prisons went vacant, once again sitting empty like they had after the death of professional football. Sitting empty to this day, waiting for a new Cleanse to wipe them away.


  If his memory was true, it was Ward’s fifth grade class trip that had taken them to the brand new Camden Crematorium.


  His eye was drawn to the left. Scrawled across a bank of lockers in dark spray-paint, were two words:


  God lives.


  The battle cry of Believers. It had been a long time since anyone had seen such graffiti in a public place. No one dared spray those words anymore, not with the REC lurking around every corner, watching every security feed, keeping its fingers in every social network.


  Probably, Ward thought, the last words ever articulated by some former prisoner.


  Another siren reminded Ward that he had to avoid being picked up by local cops. His REC identification was in the console lockbox of his car, as he’d been instructed to do on all undercover operations. Without it in hand he risked an overzealous officer executing him under the authority of the Chamberson Act, an initiative allowing local authorities great latitude to act in the interest of the Republic if they felt a terrorist attack was imminent.


  The best plan, he decided, was to wait until the roads cleared. Maybe two or three hours. That would leave plenty of time to deliver the contraband by the twelve-hour deadline, and still have time to go home, shower, and maybe even nap before class.


  He made his way to the corner of two rows of lockers and settled in, using his jacket as a cushion. He intended to get comfortable, nothing more, but was asleep in less than five minutes.


  Chapter 4


  Ward jolted awake, the feeling of falling and a dreamed woman’s face fleeing into the murky corners of the locker room. His hands, dashing about on their own, verified possession of the duffle bag. He blinked away the rest of his exhaustion and climbed to his feet.


  It was a little past seven. Later than he’d planned to sleep, but still within the twelve hours for delivering the contents of the duffle bag. He stood, stretched, and found the exit from the locker room. A barely legible sign, its paint faded, led him to a long hallway and out to the prison grounds. The former playing field. Now, decades after the last prisoner had breathed this air, a generation after the last professional athletes tore up this grass, all that remained was a handful of guardhouses and stockades, barely more than propped up corpses. Ward marched through this decaying gauntlet of buildings and barricades, finally making his way out of the stadium by slipping beneath the remains of a brittle barbed wire fence.


  Three blocks away he found his car, a Dodge Dash, in the same condition he’d left it: a six-year-old scraped and dinged hatchback with a faded almond pearl paintjob. It was an ugly thing with a profile like an elderly turtle. Not for the first time he lamented that unpurchased Republic Motors convertible. With only two other manufacturers still alive in North America—Dodge and Ford—the government-owned RM had vaulted to the top of the food chain, making its cars the desire of every Citizen. Ward’s Dodge Dash, on the other hand, was about as cheap a vehicle as could be had. It cost less than some e-drive motorcycles.


  Ward repeated his feel-better mantra: that yellow convertible would be no good in the Philly winters. No good. He sighed and slumped into the Dodge’s driver seat.


  The Dash started by pushbutton, as all e-drives did. Without keys, automobile security was handled by the owner’s Port which was synced to the car’s computer. As long as the Port was on your person, the doors would open and the car would start. At least that was the theory. Ward’s car, however, had been having a little trouble in that department, sometimes taking three or four stabs at the start button for it to get humming. He didn’t use the car much, as he lived within walking distance of the university, so he’d never put any serious thought to trying to get the issue fixed. One day the car just wouldn’t start, he figured. And that would be okay with him.


  But with the REC now pulling his strings he’d probably have to get it looked at. Maybe, he thought, he could get them to cover the repair bill. Or even buy him a new car. That yellow convertible zipped through his mind again. He waited for it to go, then pushed the start button. First try
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