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            The Prometheus Project

          

          Urban Fantasy Romances featuring fallen angel heroes by Deborah Cooke

        

      

    

    
      At the end of the 21st century, the future of humanity hangs in the balance, caught between the radioactive waste of a half century of nuclear wars and the repressive authority of the Republic. Angels sacrifice their wings to join a secret fraternity of freedom fighters, risking classification as mutants and consignment to the Republic’s slave dens. Each warrior is a volunteer, but no angel anticipates the full cost of his fall.
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          Book #3 of the Prometheus Project

        

      

    

    
      The Eyes of the Republic are Everywhere.

      

      Having sacrificed his wings in a bid to save humanity, fallen angel Armand has a bold plan to assassinate presidential candidate Maximilian Blackstone. When things go awry and his partner is gravely injured, Armand fears he will fail and forever lose the chance to rejoin the angels in heaven.

      

      Theodora is a wraith, a woman who officially doesn’t exist. She lives in the shadows, taking risks to earn bounties—bounties that buy new life for those she loves. Captured when her latest hit goes horribly wrong, Theodora finds herself the prisoner of a strong, arrogant stranger.

      

      Soon enough, Theodora and Armand find their missions—and their hearts—entwined. But in their desperate attempt to save the world, will they be able to save each other?
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      “A moving conclusion to this futuristic series and a true triumph of storytelling!”—Fresh Fiction

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reader Letter

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader;

      The Prometheus Project trilogy of urban fantasy romances was a departure for me in many ways, a visit to a very gritty dystopian world of the future, where angels voluntarily shed their wings in a quest to aid humanity. This world is filled with secrets and concealed truths, so it shouldn’t be a surprise that each book gave me new questions to answer. We started outside an “old city” in Fallen, an off-limit zone that Lilia Desjardins was bold enough to explore. We learned not only about the angels shedding their wings in that book, but about the survivors hidden in the old cities like Gotham. In Guardian, we went on a quest with Rafe to find and protect a woman who had long been hidden in the netherzones, and encountered the wraiths, a group of people lost to the Republic’s databanks. In Rebel, we undertake a bold mission with Armand at the Institute for Radiation Studies itself, in which he finds himself opposed by a wraith assassin. Theodora is an alluring woman who insists she will do anything for the bounty—but Armand quickly doubts that she’s as mercenary as she would have him believe. Together they enter the secret realms of the Institute to find Armand’s captured comrade, with only each other to trust as they try to evade capture themselves. I like their journey of discovery and the way this pair provoke each other to reconsider their assumptions.

      I felt for years that I’d done badly by Tupperman in not giving him a happily-ever-after, and there were certainly readers who agreed with me. His story finally came to me (maybe it was in a flash of angelfire!) and I’m happy that it will be published this year. Originally, I’d expected Tupperman’s story to be a novella, but he had more to say than that, so it is a full book, the fourth novel in the Prometheus Project. Abyss is set several years after the ending of Rebel, when the elite corps of fallen angels known as the Watchful Host are being stalked and assassinated. Tupperman embarks on a quest to save the souls of the angels he convinced to shed their wings, never anticipating that he’ll meet a woman who challenges all his preconceptions. There’s an excerpt from Abyss at the end of this book, just to tempt you.

      The research for these books was fascinating, as it touched so many topics. I often find myself reading old stories and myths, as well as variations in familiar stories, when researching my books: angelology was completely consistent with that. I’m also used to researching different physical locations for my books, including the underground realms and the history of cities. But with the Prometheus Project, I had to learn a lot about radiation and nuclear bombs. Both proved to be fascinating subjects, and not nearly as simple as one might expect: the elusiveness of data was part of what inspired the existence of the wraiths in my fictional world. If you’re interested in learning more about nuclear research and radiation, I recommend these two very readable volumes: Before The Fall-Out: From Marie Curie to Hiroshima by Diana Preston (Doubleday, 2005) and The Plutonium Files by Eileen Welsome (Random House, 1999). They are both proof that truth is stranger than fiction.

      To keep up to date with my releases, please subscribe to the newsletter Dragons & Angels for my paranormal romances.

      Until next time, I hope you are well and have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Deborah

      http://deborahcooke.com
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        New Gotham—March 15, 2100

      

      

      “We were tricked.” The former angel Armaros folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the wall, not troubling to hide his irritation from his two companions.

      His oldest friend, now known as Baruch Harding, barely smiled in acknowledgment of his complaint, so focused was he on his work.

      That, at least, hadn’t changed.

      “Tricked?” Tupperman asked quietly, his expression revealing his doubts. Although Armand had not known their earthly contact long, he already found the mortal man irritating. Tupperman seemed smug to him, confident in some knowledge he would not share.

      That Tupperman was at ease in this sphere, with its dirt and deception, was no endorsement of his character. For Armand, there was nothing of merit in the physical realm. He heartily regretted the choice to sacrifice his wings—that he had only made it because he had been deceived was as salt in the wound.

      He didn’t care who knew it.

      The three were in a hidden room adjacent to Tupperman’s living unit, secreted from the watchful eyes of the Republic as the former angels planned the fulfillment of their mission.

      “It’s a sin to kill,” Armand said, focusing on just one element of his displeasure. “There has to be another way.”

      “Don’t you trust in the divine plan?” Tupperman challenged. “Don’t you believe in the greater good?”

      Armand stepped away from the wall to challenge the mortal. “Have you forgotten that murder is wicked?”

      “Is it wrong to kill someone who is evil himself?” Tupperman retorted. “What about the greater good? The safety of others?”

      “Justifications and rationalizations!” Armand paced the width of the hidden room, annoyed again by its close confines. Baruch worked steadily at the desktop in the middle of the space, but Armand knew he had to be listening. “It is not the right of any of us to choose the duration of a life. That decision lies in the hands of the divine alone.”

      “And who do you think dictated your quest?” Tupperman asked.

      Armand glared at the man. “I don’t know. I didn’t hear the order being given. Neither, I suspect, did you.” He arched a brow. “Don’t tell me that you hear the secret word of God yourself.”

      Tupperman’s lips tightened. “Look…” he began.

      “Fulfilling the mission is our only way back,” Baruch interrupted softly. “That’s the simple truth. Our wings are forfeit forever if we don’t complete the assignment.”

      “Not forever,” Tupperman corrected. “You’re mortal now.”

      They could die in this hell.

      Armand’s heart clenched at the prospect. He paced, well aware that Tupperman watched him closely. Armand had a suspicion that this ready justification of wickedness might be the root of all earthly troubles. He couldn’t say as much before their host and supposed ally, Tupperman, though.

      So he paced and he seethed.

      The only souvenirs of Armand’s celestial existence were the two diagonal scars upon his back. The loss of his wings was key to his transformation to the mortal man known as Armand McKinley.

      Actually, his scars weren’t the only memento—he had memories of what he had been, memories that made the extent of his sacrifice clear, memories that made him impatient to return to that existence.

      He’d been prepared for the pain, expected the sudden burden of flesh. But Armand hadn’t realized he’d lose his intellectual connection to the angels, to the flow of thought in the universe.

      But the surgeon’s finger had severed that connection as surely as it cut the wings from Armand’s back. Had Armand known this price, he might never have volunteered.

      He hated the solitude.

      The silence.

      If he’d known the truth, he would not have volunteered.

      But what was done was done. Now he and Baruch were mortal men, devoid of their angelic capabilities, unable to even look upon the brilliance of angelic splendor. Now they were burdened with flesh, and desire, and tempted by pleasure. And the only way back to what they had known, to what they both yearned to recover, was the successful completion of their mission.

      To kill Maximilian Blackstone, front-running candidate for the presidency of the Republic.

      And this mortal, this Tupperman with his slippery moral code, was their aide.

      Tupperman worked for the New Gotham Police and secretly guided the efforts of some number of fallen angels. He wore the black pseudoskin favored by law enforcement officials, a heavy gauge layer of polymer embedded with lead that protected the Republic’s finest from radiation poisoning. It also showed every muscle to advantage on a physique so finely honed as Tupperman’s. His hair was shaved to nothing, his expression impassive, his eyes bright with intelligence.

      Armand particularly disliked that he couldn’t read Tupperman’s thoughts. Once Armand had been confident in the motivation of others. Now that power was gone, gone with his wings, and its lack left him uncertain. Filled with unfamiliar doubts.

      Would Tupperman betray them? That would add insult to injury. Armand watched Baruch work and was irritated that he couldn’t share his friend’s thoughts anymore either.

      “You knew you would take flesh and become mortal.” Tupperman said finally.

      “But it was never made clear how compromised our abilities would be,” Armand replied.

      Tupperman shook his head. “You must have guessed. You spent nearly a year in the Nouveau Mont Royal circus, able to observe mortal men. You had to know that they lacked your powers.”

      “But I could hear their thoughts then,” Armand complained. He gestured to Baruch, his dark head bent over the desktop. “I could share Baruch’s every observation. I had no idea that power would be lost to us. We should have been told!”

      Tupperman’s smile broadened. “The angels reserve the right to explain only so much as suits them.”

      “It’s not right,” Armand growled. That angels should be deceptive in promoting their own agenda was a dangerous notion.

      Baruch spoke softly. “But it explains so much, doesn’t it?”

      Armand’s heart sank. Baruch had come to the same conclusion. Creation was slipping into immorality, or had lost its compass, and they two would be caught up in its course. He stared at Tupperman, his every conviction about goodness in the celestial realm drawn into question. Tupperman held his gaze, evidently at ease with the same conclusions.

      It was wrong.

      Unless the assassination of Blackstone would make that much of a difference. Armand had to hope.

      “Perhaps there are other compensations,” Baruch interrupted, his tone playful. Even without their old bond, he clearly sensed Armand’s dark mood. “What of that pair of women last night in the pleasure fringe?”

      Armand made a dismissive gesture. Unlike his partner, he wasn’t enamored of the pleasures of the flesh. They were a novel experience for one who had been made only of light and thought, but Armand had wearied quickly of the physical possibilities. He would readily trade sensation for knowledge.

      “Distractions,” he said. “There has to be more than physical pleasure to justify this existence.”

      Tupperman snorted, evidence that he had never been one of them. Any former angel would understand what Armand meant. Any fallen angel would understand that Armand’s complaint was about more than physical limitations.

      “Always the blunt one,” Baruch teased. “Perhaps the problem is simply that you’re incapable of hiding your thoughts from anyone.”

      “I will not kill.”

      “Then you will be trapped in the realm you so despise,” Tupperman concluded. “Your choice.”

      Armand heaved a sigh and tried to have faith. “We were deceived,” he murmured, hoping there was a point to it.

      “Maybe not,” Baruch said, then gestured to the display. “There. It’s done.” He spoke with such satisfaction that both Tupperman and Armand leaned close.

      Baruch had cast a horoscope to choose the most auspicious day for their task. His decision to consult the stars to aid in their strategy was a characteristic choice, for as the angel Baraqiel he had once taught men how to interpret the stars above. It was his conviction that the universe reflected the truth of divine will.

      “What does it mean?” Tupperman asked.

      Armand resented that he knew no more than this wretched mortal.

      Baruch touched the desktop with his long fingertips, thoughtfully assembling the details he needed. He was handsome, Armand’s oldest friend, tall and slender with dark hair and dark eyes. A mere month in this realm had proven that he could beckon a woman with the merest glance. Baruch was intent upon exploring all of the possibilities of sensation, even as Armand was impatient to be done and gone.

      Baruch had taken great interest in clothing and texture and had persuaded Armand to humor him in also dressing as a man of advantage. On this night, Baruch wore his favorite waistcoat of crimson velvet, cut to show his physique to advantage, a froth of ivory lace at his wrists and neck. He and Armand both wore the dark breeches favored by the fashionable gentlemen, and tall dark faux-leather boots. Armand’s jacket, also Baruch’s choice, was similar to that of his friend but cut of velvet of so dark an emerald green that it was nearly black.

      Baruch said it highlighted Armand’s eyes.

      Armand didn’t care.

      “It must be September 18.” Baruch’s eyes were lit with a familiar joy, the one he found in doing what he did so well.

      “Why?” Tupperman demanded. “It’s so late. Too late.”

      “No,” Baruch argued. “It’s the only date that will do.”

      “Why?” Armand leaned closer. The pair of charts glittered gold on the display, all lines and curves and planetary symbols. They were beautiful, medieval in their elegance, but incomprehensible to Armand. Even knowing the symbols and their rough meanings, he could never interpret transits and nuances as Baruch could.

      “You see here, the second of November?” Baruch said and both men nodded.

      “Election Day,” Armand said.

      “There’s a new moon, a sign of a fresh start.”

      “But Van Buren is the incumbent,” Tupperman argued. “A fresh start would mean that he won’t win, that Blackstone must win in order for there to be a change.” He rubbed his chin. “On the other hand, Van Buren’s popularity rankings have taken a nosedive.”

      Baruch smiled with familiar confidence. “No. It means that someone other than Van Buren will win.”

      Tupperman blinked. “But there are only two candidates, Van Buren and Blackstone. If Van Buren loses, Blackstone wins.”

      Baruch shook his head. “Not necessarily.”

      “Unless Blackstone is unable to complete his campaign,” Armand said, recalling their mission. “A dead man can’t win the presidency.”

      “Then his running mate could win instead,” Tupperman mused, frowning with impatience. “But what do we really know of Thomas O’Donohue? He might be no better a choice. If nothing else, Blackstone chose him. That’s no endorsement!”

      “This chart shows the confluence of variables.” Baruch’s eyes gleamed as he leaned over the desktop, touching the display with his fingertips to indicate points of reference. Each point he touched, each planetary symbol, was magnified momentarily as he referred to it. “On September 18, we have a conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter in Libra. It happens roughly every twenty years and is a sign of social, economic and/or political change. Jupiter rules kings and presidents, leaders of men. Saturn indicates a change, perhaps one gained in chaos. Unpredictability. In summary, there’s a cusp here, when matters could go either way.”

      “Meaning?” Tupperman prompted.

      Baruch leaned back. “Either the culmination of everything that has gone before or its destruction.” He smiled. “That’s all.”

      “A new era or the Apocalypse,” Armand guessed, his mouth dry. The stakes were higher than he’d anticipated. Could Blackstone’s survival truly make earthly life that much worse?

      Tupperman inhaled sharply. “If the chart is true.”

      Armand straightened, his faith in Baruch’s abilities complete.

      Baruch eyed their contact, his opinion of that man’s doubt clear. “Have you heard of Tecumseh’s Curse?”

      Tupperman leaned one hip on the desktop and folded his arms across his chest. “That every twenty years a president of the Republic will die in office? Superstition! There’s no evidence that Tecumseh ever made such a curse.”

      Baruch smiled. “Tecumseh died in 1813. Remember what I said about this conjunction occurring every twenty years?” He touched a sidebar and a list of presidents of the Republic was displayed. “It occurred during William Henry Harrison’s term as president—he died in office of pneumonia in 1841. The second conjunction occurred during Lincoln’s term and he was assassinated. The third conjunction occurred while Garfield was president. He, too, was assassinated. The fourth during McKinley’s presidency—”

      “And he was assassinated,” Armand guessed, eying the list.

      “The fifth occurred while Harding was president, and he died in office. The sixth during Roosevelt’s term as president.”

      “And he died in office,” Tupperman said with dissatisfaction. “The seventh?”

      “Kennedy,” Baruch said. “The eighth was in Reagan’s term and he was shot.”

      “But not killed,” Tupperman noted.

      Baruch nodded. “That one was a triple conjunction. That was probably the deciding variable.” Again, Armand had the sense that his friend was omitting a detail.

      “The ninth incident?” Tupperman prompted.

      “2040,” Baruch said.

      “Not sooner?” Tupperman arched a brow.

      “Bush got lucky in 2000, particularly as it was in an earth sign that time.” Baruch tapped the display. “In December 2020, the president had a seizure, but didn’t die. He had already lost the election anyway, so it’s less important in a way.”

      “Two curse breakers?” Armand asked.

      Baruch shook his head. “Lopez wasn’t so lucky in 2040.”

      Tupperman frowned. “He was shot but survived, at least until he had a heart attack two weeks later.”

      Armand considered his friend’s expectant manner. “So?”

      “So, Saturday September 18, 2100.” Baruch’s satisfaction was clear as he tapped the display. “It’s the best possible time to undertake our mission, the moment most auspicious for success. It’s not only the date of the full conjunction but there’s a full moon that day. Jupiter in Libra favors justice. Saturn in Libra is exalted—which means in its most powerful position—it too favors justice and clear thinking. Mercury and Mars are close to the conjunction, too. A potent date.”

      Armand studied the chart, wishing he could understand it better. Despite his own uncertainties, Baruch’s conviction was infectious. He dared to hope they might succeed and regain all they’d lost.

      Tupperman frowned at the display. “Let’s see where Blackstone will be on that date.” He tapped the desktop, pulling up the itinerary for Maximilian Blackstone’s campaign stops, then caught his breath. For once, his thoughts were easily read. “You can’t go there.” He straightened and stepped back. “It would be insane. We need an alternative date.”

      “Where?” Baruch asked.

      “Blackstone will be at the opening reception of the annual meeting of the Society of Nuclear Darwinists,” Armand read. “At the Institute for Radiation Studies in Chicago.”

      Baruch met his gaze for a heartbeat, then looked away.

      Armand wondered what his old friend was hiding from him, then dismissed the thought. This sphere was even making him suspicious of those he knew to trust.

      “The most treacherous place for you to be,” Tupperman said, his tone stern. “I forbid you to do this. Choose another date.”

      “But it’s perfect,” Baruch said, leaning back in his seat as he tapped his chin with one finger. He smiled with a confidence that Armand trusted, even though he didn’t fully understand the reasons for it. “Isn’t he promoting a plan to eliminate the Society?”

      “He won’t be among friends,” Armand said, his excitement rising as he felt a vestige of that old intellectual connection with his friend.

      “Every person in the hall will be a suspect.” Baruch agreed.

      “And we’ll easily be able to escape in the confusion of such a crowd.” Armand frowned. “Except...”

      Baruch grinned. “Except that you won’t kill. Trust me to be partnered with a rebel angel.”

      “You know the commandments as well as I do.”

      “Maybe that’s why we’re a team,” Baruch said lightly, lifting his hand to silence Armand. “Fair enough, old friend. Trust me. It will all come right.”

      Armand understood that Baruch did know something more.

      And that it made all the difference. His faith multiplied in that instant. Baruch’s smile warmed, his gaze flicking quickly to Tupperman and back. Even without their old connection, Armand understood his implication.

      “I’ll do the deed,” Baruch said. “We’ve worked together too long to split now, Armaros.” That he used Armand’s old name was as reassuring as his steady gaze. “I cannot imagine eternity without your friendship and this, to me, is a small price to pay.”

      “Then we will succeed.” The pair smiled at each other.

      “No!” Tupperman interrupted, his agitation clear. “No! It’s not that simple. You can’t go to the Society! If they see your scars, you’ll be harvested and, at best, dissected for study. It’s absolute madness...”

      “They’ll never expect it,” Armand said.

      “Right into the heart of darkness,” Baruch agreed. “Perfect.”

      “No!” Tupperman said. “Besides, Blackstone will be surrounded by bodyguards...”

      “He always mingles with the electorate after a speech,” Baruch said, his fingers tapping busily on the desktop. In seconds, he had the layout of Convocation Hall displayed, all its exits and entrances and passageways.

      Armand indicated the stage. “He’ll come forward to meet them here, just as he did last night in New Seattle.”

      “I’ll come from one side of the stage and you from the other,” Baruch agreed. “Look at how close this door is to the right of the stage.”

      “Divine providence?” Armand suggested and Baruch laughed.

      “Must be!”

      Tupperman sputtered outrage but the pair ignored him.

      “How will you do it?” Armand asked.

      Baruch drummed his fingers on the desktop. “A knife will be the easiest to smuggle in. I’ll stab him, then we’ll flee together for the door...”

      “No!” Tupperman argued. “This is reckless. What if you’re caught? There won’t be time for anyone to intervene.”

      “Maybe we should invite Lilia to go with us,” Baruch suggested, then rolled his eyes in appreciation.

      Armand chuckled with his friend. Lilia Desjardins, the shade hunter who had purportedly discovered them, had fought hard to keep them from being shipped to the Institute for study. She had even been expelled from the Society for her choice.

      “You’re not taking this risk seriously!” Tupperman complained, but Armand met his gaze steadily.

      “You don’t understand,” he said, his tone both soft and forceful. He knew his eyes were shining with conviction. “As soon as the deed is done, the angels will collect us. We will regain our wings and be returned to the celestial sphere. No mortal man can intervene then.”

      “But...”

      “At this point,” Armand continued. “We have very little left to lose.”

      Tupperman’s lips tightened and he averted his gaze. “Even if you are right, how are you going to get into the Institute? That hall will be secured for weeks in advance and only members of the Society will be allowed admission.”

      “Oh, that’s the easiest part of all,” Armand said, liking that he was thinking more quickly than their contact. He gestured to a small notice on the desktop display of the reception. “The Institute for Nuclear Studies is accepting applications for new students. We’ll enroll in the program to become Nuclear Darwinists.”

      “What?” Tupperman said in shock.

      Baruch laughed, his eyes dancing at the cleverness of Armand’s plan. “We’ll be among them and guaranteed seats for the reception.”

      “Above suspicion even,” Armand agreed.

      “Perfect!” Baruch said with a laugh.

      “Not perfect—insane!” Tupperman corrected. “You are crazy.”

      “No,” Armand said, sobering as he held the mortal man’s gaze. “We are motivated. By Election Day, we’ll be long gone.” He put his hand on Baruch’s shoulder, grateful that his old friend had found a solution. “Together.”

      “Only if all goes well,” Tupperman argued. “And chances of that are diminished, because I’ll have to remove a lot of the software on your palms.” He looked between the pair with displeasure. “They’ll do complete checks on applicants at registration, and any nonconforming applications will make you targets.” He sighed and ran a hand over his shaved head. “Never mind the illegal ones.”

      “Does it matter?” Baruch asked.

      Tupperman’s lips tightened. “I don’t like that you’ll have fewer tools at your disposal, and I like even less that you’ll be off my network. What if you need help?”

      The former angels exchanged a glance, and Armand knew they were in perfect agreement.

      “We won’t,” Armand said with conviction.

      “Remove the apps,” Baruch said, extending his left hand with the installed electronic palm.

      “We’ll do this our way,” Armand agreed, offering his as well.

      “I think this is a bad idea,” Tupperman growled. “It’s against my better judgment.” The two former angels smiled at him, serene in their conviction, until he pulled the probe from his desktop and inserted it into the port on Baruch’s palm.

      For the first time since their arrival, Armand was optimistic. He and Baruch were thinking as one once more, despite the loss of their powers.

      It was a pale shadow of what they’d retrieve in mere months.

      He couldn’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Angels Disappear

          

          From The Republican Record, February 24, 2100.
          download v. 1.4

        

      

    

    
      Nouveau Mont Royal—The most popular attraction at the Nouveau Mont Royal Circus, the angels Armaros and Baraqiel, appear to have vanished along with the other circus performers this past weekend. Although theories abound as to the location of the former occupants of all the circuses in the Republic, citizens are nearly unanimous in their conclusions about Armaros and Baraqiel.

      “They’ve gone back to heaven,” declared Suzie Cuthbertson of New D.C. “It’s because of the Oracle,” concurred her companion, who declined to name herself. “God’s will has been done and the angels are leaving us to ourselves.” Both women wore red temporary tattoos on their foreheads, which mimic the mark of the angel’s kiss on the brow of the newly appointed Oracle, Delilah. Reverend Billie Jo Estevez referred to the disappearance of Armaros and Baraqiel in her vid-cast sermon today, calling upon the faithful to “awaken the angel within,” by which she insisted citizens can create a future in the Republic that is a finer echo of the heavenly ideal.

      Armaros and Baraqiel first came to the attention of citizens throughout the Republic last year, when the assertion of shade hunter Lilia Desjardins that she had found genuine angels provoked a controversy within the Society of Nuclear Darwinists. Ms. Desjardins’ refusal to surrender the two individuals to the Society, in order that their nature might be fully explored and verified at the labs run by Institute for Radiation Studies, subsequently led to a lawsuit initiated by the Society against both Ms. Desjardins and the Nouveau Mont Royal Circus. (It is a matter of protocol for shade hunters, who are all members of the Society of Nuclear Darwinists and graduates of the Institute for Radiation Studies, that all unusual specimens harvested will be surrendered to the Society for further study.) Ms. Desjardins’ standing in the Society as a Nuclear Darwinist of the Third Degree was also revoked in October 2099 as a result of her actions. That suit is still progressing through the courts.

      A member for the Society who requested anonymity suggested that there was nothing otherworldly about the disappearance of the two subjects and that Ms. Desjardins herself might be responsible for it, given her “wanton disregard for the law in the past.”

      Ms. Desjardins could not be reached for comment.

      

      Associated links:

      
        	Angels Among Us?—archive from April 6, 2099

        	Armaros and Baraqiel—archive images from the Nouveau Mont Royal Circus

        	Vid-cast of the Oracle’s Appearance—archive from February 19, 2100

        	Awaken the Angel Within—today’s vid-cast by Reverend Billie Jo Estevez
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            An Invitation

          

          to all members of The Society of Nuclear Darwinists
          and all students enrolled in The Institute for Radiation Studies

        

      

    

    
      
        
        to attend the opening session of the

        76th Annual Convention

        of the Society of Nuclear Darwinists

      

        

      
        to be held

        Saturday September 18, 2100

        8 P.M.

        in Convocation Hall at The Institute for Radiation Studies

      

      

      Please join past president Ernestine Sinclair and the Board of Governors of the Society of Nuclear Darwinists in welcoming Blake Patterson, newly elected president of the Society. This year’s A.G.M. will focus upon the question of the Society’s future role. Our new president will elaborate upon his vision for the direction of the Society.

      Three special guests will be in attendance to contribute their perspectives to the evolving role of the Society and its mandate, including Maximilian Blackstone, candidate for President of the Republic and author of A New Plan for the S.H.A.D.E., and Delilah, the Oracle of the Republic, who attends at our new president’s express invitation. Dr. Paul Cosmopolous will also present his perspective on options for the Institute’s labs in these changing times.

      Note that four important proxies will be voted upon by membership at this year’s conference and members are urged to inform themselves in advance at AGM Proxies for 2100.

      The presentation will be followed by the serving of light refreshments.

      

      R.S.V.P. Karla Anseldotter before August 20, 2100.
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        Chicago—September 18, 2100

      

      

      Solitude was the key to success.

      At least to the wraith Theodora.

      Relying upon others always introduced the possibility of betrayal.

      That there were others who relied upon her was a detail.

      Perhaps that isolation was the reason for Theodora’s success. She was reputed to be cold, even unfeeling, which was an accomplishment within the ranks of the wraiths, themselves notorious for their lack of emotion or ethics.

      Wraiths lived outside of the system, frequenting the perimeters and the shadows of the Republic. Their identities were recorded in no databanks and their actions were invisible to the many eyes of the Republic. They were the lost souls of the world. They should not exist. Technically, they did not exist.

      But they were everywhere, their numbers untallied.

      Among themselves, the wraiths commented upon Theodora’s clean motivation, her commitment to cred and cred alone. Highest bidder always claimed Theodora’s services, and everything had a price. That made her reliable, more reliable even than most wraiths.

      Which was how she had gotten this job.

      Theodora waited in the best vantage point within the Convocation Hall at the Institute for Radiation Studies. The contract was for assassination, and the price was high.

      Very high.

      The target was none other than the recently revealed Oracle of the Republic. Theodora wasn’t particularly interested in the buyer’s motivation, only in the proof of his ability to pay.

      The location Theodora had selected for the deed was perfect.

      Even if it did terrify her. It was no small thing to enter any corner of the Institute for Radiation Studies without official authorization or documentation. It was said that no barrier in the Republic could stop a wraith, but the Society routinely—and secretly—sucked wraiths into its maw, never to release them from the confines of the affiliated Institute’s research labs.

      Theodora would never have risked it if the location hadn’t been ideal and the reward so very rich.

      But then, perhaps all the world was gambling with Fate. The Oracle herself took such a chance in accepting this invitation that her decision was the talk of the Republic. Theodora did not believe that there could be any goodwill between the Society and a former shade condemned by that Society’s edicts, but perhaps she had become cynical. No one would be surprised if the Oracle’s choice ended in disaster—and every soul in this hall would be a suspect. The image snatching crews were here to document whatever happened.

      But they’d get a surprise. The entire Republic would know immediately of Theodora’s deed. The money would be paid—or collected—without delay.

      Theodora had prepared with the thoroughness that was key to her success. She had investigated the hall while the Institute had believed it empty and locked. She had chosen her location and secreted her weapon inside, long before the security protocols had been initiated. She had chosen a narrow room above the mezzanine, once used for spotlights. Those lights had been replaced by brighter smaller lights mounted on the ceiling, and this abandoned space left for the mice. Theodora found the thick layer of dust in the room reassuring.

      She had arrived very early the day before, long before the first janitors and stagehands came to prepare the stage. She had slipped into her targeted space as quietly as, well, a wraith. She had disguised her passage and settled down to wait in silence.

      An eternity later, the hall began to fill with excited spectators. Theodora rose and moved to watch. She remained in the darkness, at one with the shadows, as she surveyed the auditorium.

      She was not surprised that there were no shades in the audience. She hadn’t expected any to willingly enter this place—and any who had tried would have been turned away by the Institute.

      Shades only entered the Institute in shackles.

      Shades were those human children who had failed the Sub Human Atomic Deficiency Evaluation, abbreviated as S.H.A.D.E., which gave rise to the colloquial term of “shade.” They were children who had been assessed as defective as a result of exposure to radiation, typically in utero, often mentally challenged and thus condemned to labor for the good of the Republic. Traditionally, they had remained in underground netherzones, generating power or performing services fit for no citizen.

      The Society of Nuclear Darwinists, being at the forefront of research into the biological impact of the detonation of nuclear warheads—an oft-repeated incident in the Republic in the early twenty-first century—had defined the S.H.A.D.E. and worked actively to harvest shades from the population.

      That had been the practice, until the Oracle’s selection. Delilah, the current Oracle of the Republic, had been condemned as a shade at birth and had spent her life in labor until her gift for prophecy had been revealed. She had risen from obscurity the previous February, with the aid of the charismatic vid-evangelist Billie Jo Estevez, and her story had seized the public imagination.

      In that month, President Van Buren had locked down the netherzones throughout the Republic. The Oracle had unlocked the netherzones of Chicago and released the shades from their captivity. In so doing, she had compelled the Republic to remember those who might have been forgotten and encouraged a re-examination of the Republic’s moral climate.

      In Chicago, the shades remained at large. The city had been plagued by mobs of shades each night, as those shades foraged for food. There was no public will in the windy city to confine these shades, because of their lack of violence, perhaps because of the Oracle’s explicit role in their release.

      The Oracle’s popularity remained high, while Van Buren’s had plummeted. It was clear that the populace blamed the administration for the problem.

      It was clear that public opinion was with the Chicago shades.

      Theodora suspected that the public’s adoration of the Oracle was behind this hit. There were always people who disliked change and were prepared to pay to stop it. She could have guessed who was funding the bounty she intended to collect, but it was not her business to speculate.

      Theodora was not without her own connection to the Oracle, for she had aided Delilah in her escape from the authorities the previous February. It had not been a sentimental choice—the credit had been in the Oracle’s favor, then.

      But no longer. And Theodora ensured that everyone knew that cred was the only thing of importance in her world.

      Even if it wasn’t.

      For hours, she waited and watched from her vantage point. The noise of the audience grew greater with every passing moment, their excitement rising in anticipation. Finally, she heard a distinctive sound and touched the amplifier on her ear.

      Theodora smiled. A helicopter was landing on the roof of the building.

      The Oracle was arriving.

      Theodora checked her palm. Her prey was right on time.
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      It was time.

      Finally.

      Their ordeal would end shortly. Armand could barely contain his anticipation. He let himself be pushed into Convocation Hall by the other students. He had befriended a group of other first year students in his first weeks at the Institute. They were young and impetuous, so focused on the material world that he found his thoughts wandering in their company.

      Armand was restless. Ready to leave this sphere.

      Ready to do what had to be done and regain his old powers.

      He and Baruch had separated months before, at Tupperman’s suggestion, so no one would guess the connection between them. The eyes of the Republic were everywhere, after all. They had even feigned dislike of each other after arrival at the Institute and had no communication with each other. It had been necessary, but the isolation had nearly destroyed Armand.

      Finally, the end was in sight.

      Armand pretended to scan the hall, acting indifferent even when his heart leapt at the sight of Baruch’s crimson jacket in the opposite aisle. That crushed velvet coat was a bit the worse for wear after Baruch’s earthly adventures, but it was distinctive. Baruch was laughing, accompanying a pretty girl, making the most of his last moment.

      Armand stifled an affectionate smile.

      Baruch chose a seat in the orchestra close to the stage. Armand knew that Baruch would join the students who thronged before the stage to talk to Blackstone, that he had a knife hidden on his person, if not two. Baruch would approach Blackstone with a question and Armand would hang back in the same group. His role was to ensure that Baruch wasn’t interrupted in his quest, to keep their path clear to that door backstage and to the right.

      To that end, this very day, Armand had stolen three loaded vials of Ivanofor from the labs. He had to have some means of doing his part, but didn’t want to do permanent injury to any human. As soon as he had learned about Ivanofor in his first week at the Institute, he’d known it was the perfect solution.

      This sedative, so favored by the shade hunters of the Society, was a muscle relaxant. It eliminated the subject’s ability to control his or her body by rendering a temporary paralysis, and it worked quickly.

      Armand could sedate three adults with the syringes secreted in the pocket of his jacket. Ivanofor didn’t even need to be injected into a vein, simply pushed into a muscle.

      Armand hoped he had enough.

      His heart was pounding in anticipation as he eased closer to a seat. He was barely aware of Philippa chattering at him, fluttering her lashes and touching his arm. His indifference seemed only to encourage her, but it was easy to ignore her.

      Armand took one glance to confirm Baruch’s position as the lights dimmed, but saw his old friend striding up the aisle toward the mezzanine.

      Baruch wasn’t following the plan.

      What was wrong?

      Armand abandoned his seat and his new friends without a word. He strode in rapid pursuit of Baruch.

      What had changed?
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      As the opening music began, Theodora quickly fitted together her high-powered laze. It was ferociously accurate and illegal for anyone except those elite members of the Republic’s S.W.A.T. teams. She respected its capabilities, which came courtesy of the sighting mechanism with its artificial intelligence subroutine.

      The ritual composed her, focused her, drove all other detail from her mind. There was only the weapon and the mission.

      The lure of the cred.

      When her laze was ready, Theodora watched, as still and emotionless as a machine. She might have been watching a vid, not live people. On the stage below, the guests were introduced. The Board of Governors for the Institute for Radiation Studies were first, followed by the Board of Directors of the Society of Nuclear Darwinists, Professors Emeriti, then past president of the Society, Ernestine Sinclair. The new president Blake Patterson. The applause was steady and polite, the names so much nonsense to Theodora.

      Until the Oracle Delilah and her Consort, Raphael, were announced.

      The hall fell into uneasy silence. The lights from the vid-cams brightened and more than one attendee raised a hand above the crowd to create a personal vid-cast with his or her palm.

      How interesting that even within the Society and Institute, the Oracle had fans.

      Without musical fanfare, the Oracle herself strode on to the stage. Theodora took a good look at her intended victim. Delilah had changed since last their paths had crossed. The Oracle stood taller and moved with a confidence she hadn’t possessed just months ago.

      It didn’t hurt that she was dressed in flowing white, with the shining star of the Oracle bound to her brow. Her dark hair hung loose to her shoulders and her eyes were so brilliant a blue that they might have been cut from sapphires. That red kiss on her forehead, the mark of the angelic endorsement, was almost burgundy.

      A port wine stain of favor. She seemed a creature apart, a gleam of angelic radiance, a woman who was more than most.

      The hall fell silent.

      Perhaps it was the power of the Oracle’s presence. Perhaps it was the challenge in her stance. Perhaps it was her words.

      “I come, as invited,” she informed the audience, her tone resonant with conviction. “I come with the confidence of the angels that my person shall be safeguarded.” She surveyed the audience, her eyes glittering. “And I thank the Society for the opportunity to contribute to the creation of a bright new future for the Republic.”

      The new president, Blake Patterson, a tanned blond man sleekly dressed in black and white, was the first to applaud. “I thank you for accepting my invitation and gracing us with your presence,” he said, apparently sincere.

      The Oracle smiled at him, then blew him a kiss.

      Blake’s smile broadened as he crossed the stage to shake her hand.

      A tentative applause began and at first Theodora couldn’t place the source. Then she realized that there were shades in the hall after all, working in the shadows. They applauded the Oracle, stepping forward to honor her. The response was cautious, as one would expect from those silenced for most of their lives, then gained in volume. Ernestine Sinclair’s expression turned sour as she glared at the shades.

      Her look didn’t stop them.

      A few students joined the applause, then the sound grew louder, the ripple of approval passing through the ranks of the hall. Some older individuals, possibly shade hunters, folded their arms across their chests and looked grim. The journalists moved through the hall like bees, capturing the array of responses on vid.

      Things would only get more interesting, Theodora knew.

      She looked through the sight of the laze, wondering whether the red kiss on the Oracle’s brow was as fake as the temporary tattoos worn by her many fans. No matter how she increased the magnification, the Oracle appeared to be the genuine article. Delilah was radiant.

      Lit by angelfire.

      But Theodora knew that nothing was genuine. The world was tainted and twisted, a trap in which there was no truth.

      Only greed. Selfishness. Ego. Illusion and manipulation. There was no angelfire and Theodora believed any divine force had long ago abandoned the unfortunates of the Republic.

      If it had ever existed.

      Survivors were those who took care of themselves, those who had enough cred to ensure their safety and that of those they loved.

      She focused on the prize.

      Theodora surveyed the Oracle’s official consort, the only true obstacle to her success. In contrast to his partner, Raphael Gerritson had changed little since the previous winter. He was still tall and tanned and muscled, his broad shoulders and determined expression making Theodora’s heart skip.

      Theodora accepted the lack of intimacy in her life, although there were moments when she regretted the necessity of denial.

      She treated herself to another look. Rafe was more than handsome, a fine specimen of masculinity, even though she was not attracted to fair men. His blond hair and his golden skin made him look otherworldly.

      The story was that he had been part of the angelic host, but Theodora knew good PR when she heard it. He was a man, a mere man, albeit one in better shape than most. It was cred that made his good health possible, nothing more than cred. She told herself that it was only his vigor that attracted her—she saw so many sick and weakened humans that it was easy to forget how powerful and attractive the human body could be.

      She peered through the sight of the laze. Raphael, to her surprise, was armed even on the stage. Had this been a term of the Oracle’s appearance? Theodora felt a new respect for the Oracle’s—or her Consort’s—understanding of this weary world.

      Unless Theodora was mistaken, both lazes Rafe carried—one on each hip—were the same as the one she aimed at his partner. He’d replaced the laze she’d confiscated from him, replaced it with better hardware.

      Twice. Cred spoke again.

      Theodora already knew Rafe was a crack shot. Her heart skipped a beat in trepidation.

      At least she would have the benefit of surprise.

      The Oracle moved to her position at one side of the stage, waving to her supporters as the applause echoed through the hall. Theodora let the display slide over the Oracle’s body, her concentration complete as she chose the best target. Three shots, she’d decided, three programmed for rapid succession. That would leave no opportunity for resuscitation.

      Theodora sighted the laze once in the middle of that angel kiss.

      She sighted the laze the second time between the Oracle’s breasts.

      She made to sight it the third time, just above the Oracle’s pubis, but froze when the Oracle turned slightly to the left. With the magnification of the sight, Theodora could see the Oracle’s rounded belly through the white fabric.

      Delilah was pregnant.

      Of course, that had been in the news. How had she forgotten?

      The reminder unsettled her, though, made her hands shake. A child! A child was innocent and should stand—however briefly—outside the world’s chaos.

      Theodora glanced again at Rafe. He would intervene after the first shot—he would shelter the Oracle and his unborn child with his own body as he fired back. She’d witnessed his selflessness, his commitment to his partner. Its rarity made his tendency impossible to forget.

      The second and third programmed shot would hit him.

      But she didn’t want to kill Rafe. She told herself that her hesitation was because he wasn’t named in the contract—there was no cred in it—but recognized the lie.

      He was another survivor, kin of a kind.

      She didn’t want to kill his unborn child either.

      It seemed that Theodora had boundaries after all.

      But the cred, the cred, she needed that cred.

      Ferris needed that cred and what it could buy.

      The child would likely die if the Oracle died, but Theodora chose not to think about that. She had to complete her mission. She had to think of the greater good, of the others relying upon her, of the surgeries this bounty would allow her to buy. She had to think about the future of those she was determined to protect.

      What would Ferris think of her eliminating the Oracle? Theodora refused to consider it, refused to have doubts at this late point. She hadn’t told him where she was going and clung to the belief that she’d never have to confess her deed to him.

      The death of Delilah might break his heart.

      The retrieval of his voice would make it possible for him to live as a norm.

      Choices. This world was about choices.

      And only cred permitted choices to be made.

      Theodora cleared the laze programming and resighted it, setting it for one shot, the shot that would shatter the mark of the angel’s kiss. Her hands trembled ever so slightly, but she attributed it to a last minute change of plan.

      She knew what had to be done.

      She knew the greater good that had to be served.

      Theodora took a deep breath, peered through the sight and set the laze. The Oracle smiled at Rafe, eyes shining, and Theodora’s finger slipped to the trigger.

      She hesitated for an instant.

      And it was too long.
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      In that moment, Theodora heard the door open behind her. She knew she’d been discovered, and that only she or the assailant could live to tell of this encounter. She pivoted, braced the laze with her left hand, cleared the setting with her thumb and fired at the man silhouetted in the doorway.

      The laze was fast and hot, quiet in its efficiency.

      But not quite silent.

      The man gasped and dropped to one knee, grabbing his shoulder and turning away from her in his pain. There was blood, a lot of blood, and he looked up, his expression frightened as the blood ran through his fingers.

      “Why?” he whispered, as if confused.

      Theodora had no answer to such a foolish question.

      Then she saw that he carried no weapon, that she had fired at someone who could not have injured her.

      Who was he? Why was he interfering?

      There was no time to think, no time to ask. The audience was stirring at the sound of the laze shot. Security guards were running for her sanctuary and Theodora knew she had seconds to escape. The intruder knelt in the doorway. He was still looking at her, still able to interrupt her flight. He wasn’t small either, but a muscular man.

      There was only one choice. She had to abort the mission, save her skin, destroy any evidence that could condemn her.

      And she had to do it quickly.

      Theodora fired at the man again, her heart pounding, and he spun from the impact. She held the burn as he crumbled and rolled. The shot left a burning trail across his shoulders. His crimson velvet jacket was razed from his back and he bared his teeth in pain.

      He fell to the floor and didn’t move again, a red stain spreading across the tile beneath his body. If he wasn’t dead, he would be. She didn’t have time to shoot again, wasn’t callous enough to shoot him in the head.

      Would she pay for that? Theodora hoped not.

      She ran, all the while wondering who he was, what he had wanted. When Theodora made to leap over his fallen body, she saw the two diagonal scars on his bared back. They startled her.

      What would cause such marks? She stared down at his fallen body in confusion. How could he have scars? How could he be a shade in norm’s clothing? What had caused such scars? Who was he?

      It was only a heartbeat, but Theodora was distracted at precisely the wrong moment. A man suddenly seized her by the shoulders and lifted her from the ground. She hadn’t even heard his approach.

      Theodora struggled instinctively. No! It was all going wrong! She couldn’t fail in this mission, couldn’t be captured, couldn’t be trapped in the Institute. No!

      Who was this man?

      Her captor was tall and handsome, certainly the finest specimen of masculinity she’d ever seen. He was strong, with remarkable power in his hands. She looked up to find that his hair was auburn and his eyes a brilliant green. He was livid, his eyes flashing and his lips drawn taut, his face only inches from hers as he easily held her above the ground.

      “What have you done?” he muttered.

      Theodora supposed that he must know the man she had shot, but she owed him no explanation and she would accept no interference. His strength frightened her, made her fight harder. She heard the boots of the guards on the stairs and panicked. She wouldn’t die in this hellhole. She couldn’t raise her laze high enough to shoot him, so she resorted to old fashioned methods.

      She bit his hand in the same instant that she drove her knee up toward his crotch.

      He grunted in pain.

      Even better, his grip loosened. Theodora drove her elbow into his ribs and he dropped her. She took advantage of the moment, knowing he’d recover quickly. She ducked under his arm and sprinted toward the hidden portal to the netherzones.

      She only hoped she was faster than he was.
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      Armand had been on the stairs when he’d heard the laze shot. He’d bounded through the mezzanine lobby in terror, following the sound. He’d been scanning the empty space, uncertain where to find his friend, when the second shot had been fired.

      He’d seen the unmarked door then, slightly ajar, at the other end of the lobby and had raced toward it. A figure had erupted from it in the same instant and he had instinctively snatched at that individual.

      He’d assumed it was a young boy, lithe and strong.

      But it was a woman, a slight woman dressed in a patched pseudoskin. There could be no mistaking her gender when he caught her by the shoulders and saw the curves of her breasts.

      Armand’s heart stopped cold when he saw Baruch on the floor behind her. Blood ran from Baruch’s body like a river, pooling beneath him, making his crimson jacket even redder.

      But the woman wasn’t trying to help Baruch.

      She’d killed him!

      She fought his grip like a feral cat. Obviously, she was intent upon escaping the scene of her crime.

      What kind of woman would kill Baruch—or anyone else, for that matter? Armand stared down at her. She was gloved and booted, only her face uncovered. A tightly fitted hood covered whatever hair she had. Her skin was fair, her features delicately curved and her lips full. He saw that she carried a potent laze and its recharge light was blinking, proof positive that she was responsible.

      “What have you done?” he demanded.

      She struggled against his grip instead of answering him, then looked up at him with open hostility.

      Her eyes glowed orange, with vertical slits for pupils.

      She had to be wearing filters, he realized that, but Armand was shaken. Those amber eyes made her look primitive and untrustworthy.

      Like an animal.

      She twisted and writhed, taking advantage of his astonishment. She was as slippery as a fish in his grasp. She drove her knee high and he anticipated the move, ensuring that she didn’t connect. But in the same instant, she sank her teeth into the exposed skin between his glove and cuff.

      Armand swore at the pain. Her teeth could have been knives, for she cut him deeply and his hand began to bleed. His grip loosened in his shock, and she wriggled free.

      She was fast.

      In a heartbeat, she had crossed the mezzanine. She kicked a panel on the far wall and a narrow passageway opened into darkness. She leapt through it, disappearing in the shadows, and tried to pull the panel closed behind her.

      But Armand was right behind her, jamming his fingers into the space to halt the door.

      He couldn’t let Baruch’s killer escape.

      He knew he’d never find her again if he lost her now.

      Armand lunged through the doorway, closing the panel behind him and freezing in the darkness. He was sealed into a passageway with a killer, and he suspected she already knew the layout of the space. He cursed the limitations of flesh as his eyes took time to adjust. She was getting away! He heard the sound of the guards entering the mezzanine, his impatience growing, then discerned stairs extending downward on the right.

      It was a long staircase by the look of it, one that made a quarter turn every dozen steps but had no visible bottom. When he stepped closer, he heard the soft sound of boots on the stairs. He took the stairs four at a time, not caring about their destination. He saw the silhouette of his prey a beat later, his height giving him an advantage over her.

      The pale oval of her face shone in the darkness as she glanced back over her shoulder. She halted, then he saw the red blinking light of the laze.

      She fired just as Armand dropped to the floor. The shot slipped through his hair, leaving a line of heat.

      She meant to kill him, as well.

      Barbarian!

      Armand’s fury raged that this woman should dare to attack angels, that she could ensure that he and Baruch never regained their wings, that their decision to volunteer to aid humanity should be so poorly rewarded. Anger gave him strength, and he bounded down the stairs, snatching her off the ground from behind. He had to struggle to hold her captive, for she was strong and determined.

      She also had enticing curves. The way she fought in his grip distracted Armand in a surprising way. He forced her against the wall, trapping her with his body. He had one arm wrapped around her body, keeping her arms against her torso. She gritted her teeth and wriggled, and Armand leaned his pelvis against hers to keep her from kicking him again.

      She lifted her gaze and glared at him. This time, he wasn’t surprised by her filters.

      “Who are you? Why did you kill him?” he demanded, not troubling to hide his anger.

      She was, to his surprise, unafraid of him. “I only did what needed doing,” she snarled.

      Her voice was odd, reverberating in a way that made it sound computer-generated. He saw then that there was a voice box modifier on the side of her throat, held beneath the pseudoskin. Her defiance and her crime made it tempting to do her injury, but Armand was determined not to descend to some pitiable moral code.

      “Perhaps I disagree with your choices,” he said softly, and her eyes narrowed with wariness. He smiled, knowing precisely what would infuriate her and guessing what she would do.

      He snatched her weapon from her hand and flung it down into the abyss below, liking how it clattered on the metal stairs as it fell. He hoped it was damaged beyond repair, unable to do injury to anyone ever again.

      He doubted that it was so fragile.

      She made a cry of pain. Armand released her as if she had fought her way free, anticipating what she would do. She lunged after the weapon, showing her priorities and her nature clearly.

      In that same instant, Armand pulled a loaded syringe from his pocket. In three steps, he caught her around the waist, tipping her upside down. She hissed with frustration, kicking violently as she struck at him.

      Armand stabbed the needle into her buttock, forcing it through the pseudoskin, and began to empty the Ivanofor from the syringe. He marveled that a woman could be so vicious just when she gave a violent jerk.

      The needle snapped, the syringe still partly full.

      She fell to the metal stairs, panting. She sprawled there and glared up at him, hatred in those strange eyes as she felt for the broken needle.

      “What was it?” she demanded.

      “Ivanofor.” Armand shrugged. “What else?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “How much?”

      He considered the syringe and guessed. “About eighty milligrams.”

      She punched something into her palm, moving so quickly that he couldn’t stop her. Then she glared at him. “Still a loading dose!”

      So, she had been doing the calculation for the drug, based on her weight. Armand, who clearly knew less about the drug than she did, wished he knew all of the answer she had gotten. It would have been handy to know how long she’d be out.

      But he had no chance to ask. She leapt for him, her gloved hands outstretched. Evidently
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