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CHAPTER ONE

Sitting in a high tech surveillance van, chilled by the air conditioning meant to keep the numerous computers and monitors from overheating, watching his teammate prowl through a swanky museum gala as she searched for the target would have made Nathan K ecstatic. Running a stakeout in a flatulent-soaked muscle car would have been fine, too — at least, it would have been a cool car. Instead, Nathan shared the back of a van so run down that he could see the street through the rusting holes on the sides.

Still, he had to hand it to Robin — she could make miracles out of nothing. They had a lot of nothing at the moment. No state-of-the-art, high tech surveillance set up. No air conditioning. Not even a worktable. They used a wooden door laid flat for the two laptops connected to an old sat-phone.

Clacking away at the keyboard, Robin’s green curls bounced with her head. “I can’t wait to get out of Spain. This set up sucks. I mean I understand that we have to make sacrifices so that we can go through the country without getting noticed, but we have been noticed. Not by the authorities, I’m too good for that, but whoever’s been ahead of us on these targets clearly knows about us. And c’mon, it would take me no time at all to set us up with credit cards. We could easily afford a better van and a better place to stay. It wouldn’t have to be fancy or anything, but this is so uncomfortable and —”

“If you want, you can stay back in California. Do all the work from the comfort of your apartment.” Though Nathan said it matter-of-factly, he knew she cringed. She wanted to be in the action, and ever since she had learned that he was an Immortal, she insisted on being present in the field.

As much as it bothered him to have Robin potentially at risk, he understood. He would rather have been the one on mission in the field than sitting back watching a dot on the laptop that represented Deanna Altman.

“I’m in,” Altman said over her ear-comm.

The connection scratched and popped. Robin flinched at the horrible sound quality. Nathan said, “Report what you see.”

“I’m standing against one wall. The place is what you’d expect for an underground casino. Short on frills, long on ways to lose your money all shoved into a large basement. It looks like the place is run by Spaniards, but the décor is distinctly Asian. Lots of Hentai posters, a few yin-yang symbols, and the music is straight from a Chinese restaurant. Two guards at the front door and another eight spread throughout the room. There’s an open archway in the back that looks like it leads to a kitchen or a bar. Dealers are all men, all Spanish. Only women working are waitresses and prostitutes. A mix of Korean, Vietnamese, and Filipino. You ask me, this is definitely connected to Russo.”

That was the point — Russo, and his counterpart Larkin, were two of the nastiest Immortals Nathan had encountered since he had become an Immortal. They manipulated and coerced other Immortals into working for them, creating a network of double-souled agents designed to enrich their own greed. Larkin chose the route of mercenaries for hire. Their clients — governments, organized crime, and any others with deep pockets seeking out black ops and assassinations. But Russo embarked on a much darker route — human trafficking, extortion, and a host of other ugly ways to abuse human beings.

One of Russo’s victims had been Altman’s sister.

Robin adjusted some of the audio levels and said, “Okay, time to flash those beautiful legs.”

Holding back a comment, Nathan wondered if Robin had a little crush on Altman. Robin often pointed out that being a black lesbian came with many more challenges than most people had to deal with, but he doubted that her thick-skinned bravado protected her heart from wanting what it wanted. Besides, she wasn’t wrong.

With a sigh, Altman said, “Going in now.”

Through the ear-comm, Nathan and Robin eavesdropped on every step of Altman’s progress. They heard the background chatter, the constant ticking of chips, and the rippling of shuffled cards. Altman ordered a pisco sour and played a few hands of blackjack. Then a few more. Her drink arrived. Another two hands, yet still nobody approached her.

“You sure she’s the right bait?” Nathan asked.

Robin shook her head, never taking her eyes off the laptop screens. “Can you really doubt me now? After all that you’ve seen me do?”

“I know, but —”

“Have a little faith. All the data I pulled off Commander Shi’s phone — which, by the way, you still need to give me credit for running an excellent op on that one — it provided our initial list of seven targets. Based on Shi’s emails and texts, it’s clear to me that these men and women work for companies tangentially involved with Russo. They’re not going to lead us straight to the man, but they can get us going in the right direction. And really, after three different countries, you should know better than to question my abilities. I mean when each of those three targets has met with a sudden, deadly, and suspicious accident, it’s clear to me that we’re getting close. If you could do your job and stop whoever the assassin is, then we’d be golden. I mean, let’s face it — a prostitution ring in Italy, a meth lab in Turkey, and a chopshop in France. That all sounds like the kind of crap Russo makes his money from. Why would you think that an illegal casino would be any different?”

Nathan chuckled. “I only meant that perhaps Estevan Moreno preferred a different kind of woman.”

“Nope. Shi has several emails regarding Moreno’s casinos and his affinity for young, beautiful black women. It’s also how I knew about the laptop Altman’s trying to get. I suspect Shi’s people were planning to use all of this information against Moreno — especially whatever we find on that laptop.”

“But we don’t know who Commander Shi was communicating with regarding Moreno.”

“Sure we do. The Commander texted with MXk11.”

“Yes, I know that much. But who is MXk11?”

“Somebody skilled enough to cover their tracks. But I haven’t given up. I won’t until I find the answer.”

Altman’s crackling voice said, “I have eyes on Moreno. He just entered from the back. He’s scanning the room, seems pleased with the turnout. He’s whispering to a man standing next to him, and he’s looking at me. I’ve given him a nod. He’s coming over.”

Robin rolled her eyes at Nathan. “See? A little faith.”

“Never doubted you for second.” Nathan scooted closer to the laptop speaker.

After a few seconds of scuffling sounds and some more static cracks, a suave-voiced man said, “I couldn’t help but notice that a stunning woman sat at one of my tables all alone.”

“Your tables? You own this place?”

Nathan and Robin snickered. Altman played her part well.

“Indeed. I am Estevan Moreno. And you are?”

“Michelle Hollings.”

They heard Moreno kiss Altman’s hand. “A lovely name for a lovely woman.”

Nathan said, “So lovely that he’ll be ordering a check on her in the next three minutes.”

“Quit worrying,” Robin said. “I’ve finished all the obvious places they’ll search for information on her, and I’m even getting some of the deeper dive info out there now. If you’d given me more notice, I could’ve created a Michelle Hollings that would be unimpeachable.”

“It only needs to get her through the next few hours.”

Altman had come up with the plan — a spin on a honey trap. She would catch Moreno’s eye, wait for him to suggest they go somewhere more private — failing that, she would suggest it herself — and once alone, Nathan would appear with Maggie in hand. That 10mm handgun and Nathan’s cold eyes had a way of loosening a lot of tongues. The plan’s simplicity and their lack of time made the idea appealing.

But now that they were running the whole thing, Nathan wondered if they should have simply waited. So what if Moreno planned to leave the country later that night? They could have tracked him down. Within another week, they’d have a new location to surveil and shortly after that, they’d be executing another plan.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Robin said as Moreno and Altman continued to chat in an innocent yet devilish manner. “But you need to trust Altman on this one.”

“I do.”

“Yeah, but you feel pushed into this.”

“Well, I was. She’s so adamant about finding Russo, so determined that he’ll somehow be able to save her sister’s life that she’s blind to rest of it. Especially the part about Russo being a bastard who most likely will refuse to help out of spite. Not to mention the fact that he’s the cause of her sister’s catatonic state to begin with.”

“Perhaps that’s all an excuse and she just wants to blast the guy away.”

“He’s an Immortal.”

“Only when he has two souls.”

Nathan paused. “You’re getting way too comfortable with that concept.” He slid open the side door and stepped out. “I need to stretch.”

Robin had the sense to stay quiet. Or perhaps she remained absorbed with her computers and paid him little attention. Regardless, Nathan had his ear-comm in. If anything important went down, she could alert him instantly.

He strolled down the narrow alley until he reached Calle Obra. The warm air smelled of cumin and chilies. Off to his right, Nathan watched several cars slow long enough to deposit one high-roller after another.

The world froze.

A sporty car pulled up to the curb and out stepped a tall, black woman, athletic, graceful, strong, intelligent, young, and several hundred years old. Not only had this Immortal ushered Nathan into the Immortal world, not only did she work for Larkin, but she was one the deadliest Immortals he had ever known. Her name was Octavia.

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

Nathan whipped around the corner and sprinted toward the back of the building. As he tore by the van, he said, “Robin, be ready to move fast.”

“Why? What’s going on? Where are you?”

With sudden tension in her voice, Altman said, “Oh Estevan, you’re so charming. The way you talk makes me wonder what exactly is going to happen tonight.”

As Nathan cut around the back corner, he said, “We’ve got company. Another Immortal. Name’s Octavia, and she’s with the Larkin group. The fact that she’s here is not good for us.”

Robin said, “Octavia? Isn’t that the lady we met up with back in Georgia?”

“Yeah.”

“But she helped us. She’s on our side.”

“Sometimes. Sometimes not. Long story behind that one. Now is not the time.”

A young man stood near the kitchen backdoor. He smoked a cigarette. Seeing Nathan run along, he flicked his cigarette away, and his face screwed into curious confusion. Nathan would use that to his advantage.

Waving the young man over, Nathan said, “Por favor. Ayudeme. I need help.”

Nathan bent over as if in pain, and he waited. When the young man approached, Nathan barreled forward, hauling an uppercut into the guy’s jaw. As the young man flew backwards, dazed and bleeding, Nathan delivered two more sharp jabs. Nothing more was needed — the young man lost consciousness.

In less than a minute, Nathan had stripped the man of his work clothes and put them on. Tried to, anyway. The guy was taller than Nathan and thinner. Not even close to a perfect fit, but since most people in an underground casino never bothered looking at the staff, he did not think it would cause a problem. If it did, he had Maggie in his waistband holster.

“Altman, I’m coming in. Be ready for anything. Robin, now would be a good time to finalize our IDs for getting out of this country. Also, any chance you can hack into the security feeds in this place?”

“Anything else?” Robin continued typing even as she vented. “I only have seventeen hands according to you. And what kind of idiot do you think I am that I wouldn’t have tried to break into their surveillance first thing? But the answer is no — we don’t have access to their system. It’s not online. We would need to have placed a transmitter in there earlier to send a signal to me. Then it would only be a matter of —”

“Robin.”

“Sorry. I’ll get on everything else right away. The van is turned around and running. We can leave the second we need to.”

Nathan entered the kitchen and weaved through the bustling chaos. Several cooks glanced his way, so he made a show of acting as if he belonged there, knew he was late, worried he would get fired, and simply wanted to get working right away. That seemed to satisfy most of the staff. But that satisfaction would not last long. At some point soon, either a cook or a waitress or one of the three bartenders would call over Moreno’s men. Questions would begin and he would be hauled out of there.

But not before he had a chance to see Octavia.

Nathan pushed through the kitchen’s swing doors. He entered a corridor that acted as a causeway between the casino and the kitchen with restrooms on either side about halfway through. A barrel-chested man in an ill-fitting tux stood guard at the other end by the swinging doors leading to the gaming. He took one look at Nathan and shook his head.

Without pause, Nathan strode through the corridor. The guard moved one step to block the way. He wore a bouncer’s tired expression as if he really did not want to have to hurt this little guy. The man even put out his hand like a traffic cop trying to direct an oncoming car. Big mistake.

In one swift motion, Nathan grabbed hold of the man’s wrist and yanked him off-balance. As he stumbled, Nathan stepped to the side and pulled out Maggie. He clocked the guy hard, right at the base of the skull, and the big man collapsed.

Nathan didn’t have long. Waitresses would be passing through any moment. Gripping the man under the arms, Nathan dragged him into the men’s room. He dumped the guard in the back stall and hurried out. Not the best solution, but hopefully, it would buy him time enough.

He entered the casino and sidestepped into a shadowed corner. The fog of cigarette smoke hung in the air. Dim lighting and burned-out gamblers focusing all their attention on the rolls of dice or the flip of a card meant few would notice him. For now.

A quick scan of the room and Nathan pegged Octavia in seconds. She sat at a small table, sipping a cocktail. Her eyes carefully observed Altman and Moreno. That was quite a sight.

Moreno looked more like a Vegas reject than a Spanish gangster. He wore white and black snakeskin boots and a cowboy outfit with more frills than Roy Rogers ever dreamed of. Despite the boots, he still looked short and Altman had to slouch to not appear so intimidating. When the man released his sleazy grin, a gold tooth snuck into view.

Nathan flattened along the wall, keeping to the darker shadows whenever possible. His chest fluttered like a boy at a school dance afraid to cross the room to the girls. But his nervousness did not stem from a desire to date Octavia. If anything, he feared he might lose control and try to kill her. Not only because he assumed she had been the assassin who had followed them throughout Europe but because she had put him in this mess with Larkin and Russo to begin with.

When he had first become an Immortal, if she had simply let him be, he would have learned the rules eventually. It would have been difficult, but with all eternity ahead of him, he would have learned. Or he would have died trying. But because of her, Nathan’s world had become infinitely more complex. Probably forever.

“Been a long time,” he said as he took the seat next to her.

She kept her body faced out, her eyes on Moreno, and one finger running the rim of her wineglass. “Hardly. Not for us. Give it three centuries, and that’s a long time. Even a few decades could be called a long time, maybe. But it’s only been a handful of years. Not long at all.” She wore her hair in a mid-sized Afro which drew attention more to her and away from him.

“What do you want with Russo?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit. You’ve been trailing us from country to country, jumping ahead on each target, and killing them.”

“I thought those were accidents.”

“About as much an accident as you showing up here tonight. Has Larkin recovered so quickly from losing his island that he’s ready to start after Russo again?”

She did not respond for a moment, and Nathan chanced a quick peek at the kitchen doors. Waitresses continued to enter and exit, but no guards stood around trying to secure the situation. On his ear-comm, Nathan heard Altman laughing as she took bigger bets. Smart woman — trying to rip through her gambling money as fast as possible so that she would have an excuse to either pull Moreno with her or exit on her own.

“Nathan, I think there’s a problem,” Robin said in his ear. “I’m catching some odd little spikes in the air around the building. Could be nothing, but my hacker sense is tingling.”

Nathan took a big risk, reached over, and pushed aside Octavia’s hair. She snapped her head toward him as she slapped his hand aside, but he saw what he needed to — she had an ear-comm.

“Not alone,” he said. “Let me guess — Clockwork?”

She grinned. “I only ever bring the best with me.”

In his ear, Robin said, “ MXk11 is Clockwork. I should’ve known. I’ll try to counter him, block what he’s doing, but he’s already ahead of the game on me.”

Turning her attention back to Moreno, Octavia said, “You are still naïve and foolish. Ever since I brought you into all of this, you’ve never seemed to grasp how this is all played.”

“Seems pretty clear to me. You and the Larkin Group are guns for hire. Or anything else they want to spend money on to make you do. You think you’re playing at being a spy but really —”

“You should close your mouth and open your ears. Everything you’re saying only proves my point. You still refuse to view things within the expansive longevity of an Immortal. You still give so much weight on the present day. That will always be your downfall. You’re asking me if Larkin has recovered from you destroying his island, and you want me to take you seriously? The whole point of Larkin’s organization, or even Russo’s for that matter, is to withstand centuries, to provide Immortals with protection from those who want to cut us open and see what makes us tick. Whether the island is lost to a cowboy like you or a hurricane or a world war doesn’t matter. He’s always been prepared for it. He knows when to lay low and when to be bold.”

“Fine. He’s a regular boy scout. Are you saying that now he’s decided to be bold? Because I don’t see why you would be stopping my team from finding Russo unless your boss has bigger plans for the guy.”

She took an amused sip of her drink. “Congratulations. You almost sound intelligent.”

“You can be as cryptic and as insulting as you want, but it’s not going to change a thing. Moreno is ours. You’re too late this time.”

Setting her glass down, she shifted in her chair to face Nathan full on. “How sad for you that you still fail at the most basic level of these kinds of operations — always have a Plan B.”

“Oh crap,” Robin said. “Clockwork’s got control of —”

The lights went out. As emergency lights popped on, fire alarms rang loud.

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

The instant the lights went out, Octavia reached for her purse. Nathan knew she had a weapon in there — had to have one — and he also knew she intended to kill him. As an Immortal, she could sense that he currently had two souls which meant he had one to spare. He sensed the same for her.

He slammed his palm into her elbow, forcing her hand across her purse. She rammed the elbow back, catching Nathan in the chest. She then stomped on his foot with her heel and gained the few seconds needed to pull out her weapon — a Beretta 92. Always the classics.

In the seconds this exchange took place, Nathan heard in his ear-comm the frightened voice of Moreno. “W-What the hell is going on?”

“Keep down,” Altman said. “I’m here to protect you.”

“Protect me?”

Nathan barred his arm upward to stop Octavia from taking aim. As her arm jolted from the hit, her weapon discharged, plunking a hole into the ceiling. The panicked gamblers screamed at the gunshot and raced for the exits.

Altman said, “There are people here to kill you. They want your laptop.”

“What laptop?” Moreno said.

“Don’t play dumb. Your life doesn’t have that much time.”

Nathan managed to get a tight grip on Octavia’s wrist with one hand and the other locked around her throat. She used her free hand to sock him in the side. Probably broke one of his ribs — yet again.

“You’re working for a dangerous man,” Altman said. “And somebody gave you information about his whereabouts.”

Moreno said, “I swear, I swear, I don’t have the laptop.”

Even as Nathan struggled with Octavia, he heard the same thing Altman did. Altman said, “But you know what laptop I’m talking about. Where is it? If you don’t have it, who does?”

“Get me out of here. Get me safe, and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

Octavia went to punch Nathan again, but he brought his knee up to her groin. The hit weakened her enough that he wrenched her gun hand over and smacked it hard on the table.

Ignoring the pain, she raked his cheek with her nails. He dared to wink at the weak maneuver. Dumb. The rake had been nothing more than a distraction. She had used the movement to reposition her body so that she could pinwheel her legs around. Suddenly he found his neck vice-gripped between her thighs. Having the weight of a full-grown woman locked around the neck forced him down to the floor. If he didn’t tuck and roll, she would have an easy time snapping his bones to puncture his throat.

As the lights flicked back on, as Nathan rolled free and bent over gasping for air, he heard Robin. “I’m doing what I can to help you guys. Clockwork clearly had access to the casino system which means he had set up a signal somewhere. I’m piggybacking it, but he’ll figure that out quick. Now would be a good time to get the hell out of there and into the van.”

“I’ve got Moreno,” Altman said, the sounds of heavy breathing and running feet suggesting she was on the move.

Robin said, “Nathan? Where are you?”

Nathan pushed back onto his feet in time to see Octavia bang through the swinging doors toward the kitchen. He bolted across the room, slipped on loose poker chips dotting the floor, and managed to regain his footing. Kicking the swinging doors open, he saw Octavia had already reached the opposite side of the corridor. Dashing toward her, he narrowed his focus to see what direction she moved so he would know where to expect an attack when he entered the kitchen. However, he never noticed the barrel-chested guard burst from the restroom.

Fuming at what Nathan had done to him earlier, the guard tackled Nathan, breaking him into the wall. With meaty fists, he pistoned one blow after another — striking the chest, the gut, and the face.

Nathan tried to chop the man’s neck but failed to reach. The big guy was simply too big. Nathan’s arms weren’t that long.

Stuck on his back, straddled by this guard, Nathan could not reach behind to grab Maggie. Every second spent dealing with this lug gave Octavia infinite opportunities to find Altman and Moreno. He did not want to think about the outcome of that confrontation.

A crazy idea popped in Nathan’s head, and he did not hesitate. He reached up and grabbed a fistful of the man’s shirt. Yanking the guard close, Nathan planted a sloppy wet kiss on the man’s lips. The shock of being kissed when in the middle of a fistfight confounded the guard’s brain which caused him to not only hesitate but loosen his grip.

Nathan rolled out from under the guard, popped up to the knees, pulled out Maggie, and shot. “Stay down. I don’t want to kill you.”

The guard’s thigh sprouted a stream of blood. He had one hand behind on the wall, and all of his mind looked to be consumed with efforts to stand. Nathan could see the thigh would not be enough. He shot the man’s other leg. As loud pain-drenched screams filled the corridor, Nathan dashed off.

Crashing into the kitchen, he found the place empty. All the orchestrated mayhem of the cooks, all their sharp tongues and jovial attitudes had disappeared. Some probably stood on the street, waiting to find out if the fire department would show up. A few smarter ones recognized trouble and were most likely hoofing it blocks down the road. While the kitchen smelled wonderful, the lack of sound left it a ghostly calm. The harsh emergency lighting bounced off the chrome surfaces, sending a disorienting array of reflections in all directions.

“Altman, where are you?”

“Staircase is in
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