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INTRODUCTION

 

No person is any one thing. That’s part of what makes people so interesting. We are students and parents. We are the jobs we hold. We are our hobbies and our passions. With seeming infinite variety, we trudge on, exploring the different facets of our interests and existence, and no matter how hard the world tries to pigeonhole us, we are forever more than any single idea.

 

Likewise, no writer is just one type of story. We have wide and ranging pursuits that are reflected in the work we create. So, while I’m best known for the Max Porter Paranormal Mysteries, I also write series in several other sub-genres of science fiction and fantasy. Each one explores other types of stories that I enjoy. One of my favorite worlds to play in is that of Nathan K.

 

See, in addition to a good mystery, I’ve always loved great action and adventure. From movies like Indiana Jones to John Wick, from the tense novels of Alistair MacLean to the all-out action of the Mack Bolan series, I’ve always been drawn to a well-told adventure. I suppose it was inevitable that I would try my hand at such a thing someday.

 

I forget how the full idea for Nathan came about, but I do know that I wanted to write a series of hard-hitting, fast-paced adventures that, like The Destroyer series by Warren Murphy, came in and did what they promised and left with the smoke still rising from the wreckage. No wasted words. No sub-plot meant to bolster page count to make publishers or bookstores happy about the way the book looked on the shelves. Just the meat and bones of good storytelling.

 

I also wanted to mix modern-day action with a fantasy twist. Something that brought in the mystical and awesome wonder of fantasy while giving the reader enough of the real world to stay grounded. So, that’s what I did.

 

This volume contains the first three books in the Nathan K series. I hope you have as much fun reading them as I did writing them.

 

-- April 2020

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

IMMORTAL

KILLERS


CHAPTER ONE

Nathan Flynn stared at the square, blue jewelry box in his palm. He had never held one before. Never could afford one. The bustle of the lunch crowd in the deli, the clatter of dishes in the back, the rumble of New York City traffic outside — all of it silenced in Nathan’s ears. He only heard the blood pumping through his body. He only saw that small, square box.

A single drop of sweat rolled down the side of his face and dripped on his cheap suit. Despite the late-Spring heat, he knew the real reason for his perspiration — the suit was the most expensive thing he owned other than the ring inside that box. He was crazy to think that Jennie would agree to marry him. Why would she want a lowly intern serving one court summons after another for a husband?

A manicured hand swiped the box. “Is this it?” Charlie thumped down in the seat across from Nathan, the tiny table barely able to hold two plates and glasses, and he flipped open the box. “Not bad. A bit small, but I doubt Jennie will care. Probably.”

Nathan snatched back the ring box and stuffed it in his pocket. “Nobody’s asking you.”

“Hey, relax. I’m on your side. Jennie’s a great catch. Far better than you deserve.”

“Don’t I know it.”

Charlie grinned. “Am I sensing some doubt?” He had a face that put people at ease and a voice that gained their confidence. He was going to be a great lawyer.

“Not from me. I’m doing this. But I don’t know what she’s going to say. I mean usually you know, right? Usually, you’ve been a couple so long that the asking is just a formality.”

“You guys have been together for over a year. You’ve got to know. How could you not?”

Nathan only offered a shrug in response. A gruff voice called out Charlie and Nathan’s co-worker dashed off to grab his food. He returned with a corned-beef sandwich, the meat piled high like a pink mountain between two pieces of rye bread.

“You’re not thinking this through,” Charlie said while he squirted mustard on his food. “Look, in a few months, this crappy job will be done, and you and I are going to be delving deeper into law school. Another year and we’ll be lawyers. Our ability to read people is essential to our success — especially if you want to be a defense attorney. And I know you’re good at reading people. I’ve seen you do it before. I mean, take a look around here. What do you see?”

Happy for the distraction, even if only momentary, Nathan nodded toward a woman in a suit, juggling a cell phone, briefcase, and tablet. “She’s a lawyer. Probably not very good.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The mess of papers sticking out of her briefcase, the haggard look on her face, and the stain on her blouse. She has a dazed way of moving like she isn’t quite sure how she got to this deli and should she order first or make that call on her cell or grab a table.”

“Okay. What about Ramrod in the corner?”

A lone man sat straight and stiff with a laptop opened and a half-eaten sandwich behind it. He wore gray slacks and a simple, white shirt with a gray tie. No jacket.

Nathan said, “Ramrod’s waiting for something important. An email, perhaps. Maybe he’s watching the stock market and has a lot riding on it. See the way his hands are resting on the keyboard? There’s a slight tremor in his fingers. He’s nervous and ready to pounce whenever the information arrives.”

“I’m with you on that one. How about them?”

An old couple sat in the back near the narrow restroom door. “They’re in love,” Nathan said. “Look at how they watch each other, the way they share their fries, and the way they haven’t stopped holding hands across the table. Their wedding rings look like they’ve been on those fingers a long time.”

Charlie spread his hands apart. “I rest my case. You know exactly how to read people. So, you think about Jennie. Think about all she has said and done since you’ve known her. You picture that woman’s smiling face as you bend down on one knee and pop the question. What’s she say?”

Nathan closed his eyes. He imagined the exact scene. Then he shook his head. “I want to believe she’ll say yes, but —”

“You’re killing me. Of course, she’s going to say yes, so stop all your whining. Jeez, I don’t even know why you’d want to get married. The whole idea is ridiculous.”

“Not everybody wants to be an eternal bachelor.”

“I’m not saying you can’t be committed to one person for the rest of your life, but what’s the real use of an actual marriage? You make it legal and all it does is turn loving people into enemies.”

Nathan had heard this before. Railing against the marriage institution had become a favorite pastime for Charlie. The closer Nathan came to actually proposing, the more Charlie lectured. Usually, Nathan debated the topic — not because he expected to change Charlie’s mind, but they both considered such debates as practice for their legal professions. Plus, he enjoyed stumping Charlie now and then. 

But as Charlie started building steam, Nathan’s attention pulled toward the front door. A striking man had entered the deli. He had a battle-scarred but handsome face, close-cropped dark hair, and though he wasn’t a large man, he moved with the confidence of a capable fighter. His clothing looked casual, but something about him struck Nathan as far from casual. He stood at the counter staring at the menu. He kept his hands loose at his side as if ready to move at any moment. Whatever his purpose in being at the deli, he wasn’t going to order food. Confirming his gut intuition, Nathan caught the lone man sitting by the computer watching this confident newcomer with intense interest.

Charlie snapped his fingers in front of Nathan’s face. “C’mon, man, I can’t have an argument alone. Tell me what good marriage is. Anything to dispute my assertion.”

“Sorry,” Nathan said.

“Don’t be sorry. Just explain why marriage is so important? Heck, not even as a worldwide institution, but why are you bothering with it?”

“I want kids.”

“What? Since when?”

“Since always.”

The man at the counter stepped aside to let a young woman and her daughter order. He looked like nothing more than another customer. He blended in well and nobody else but Nathan had noticed him. Except Ramrod with his laptop. He continued to observe the man just as Nathan did.

“Hey,” the gruff-voiced man behind the counter said.  “You gonna order anything or you gonna keep standin’ in the way?”

The man leveled a cold look. “You got a restroom?”

Gruff Voice jutted a chin at the back. The man nodded and walked straight past Nathan to enter the restroom.

Charlie took a big bite of his sandwich. Speaking around his food, he said, “Okay, fine, you want kids, but you don’t have to be married to have them.”

“I want to be able to continue my name.” Nathan glanced over his shoulder at the restroom door. “If I’m not married, that could become a fight. Also, a married mother and father create security for a child. It knows the parents are here to stay.”

Charlie’s eyebrows screwed downward. “This got anything to do with your brothers having kids? You trying to win Daddy’s favor or something?”

“I think being a lawyer will do more for me than throwing grandkids at my dad. No, this is for me. I mean keeping the family name alive is important, but both of my brothers have that covered. If I have a kid though, I can give him my name.”

“Because the world needs more Nathans around?”

“What’s wrong with the name Nathan?”

The lone man with the laptop stood, his chair scraping the tiled floor. He lacked all the skill of blending in that the other man had displayed as he rigidly walked toward the restroom. He even left his laptop sitting on the table — practically a guarantee that it would be stolen.

“Oh, I get it,” Charlie said. “Kind of immortality. What if it’s a girl?”

“Then I’ll give her my mother’s name.”

That stopped Charlie for a moment. Nathan’s mother had died when he was eight. His father had to raise three boys and never dated again. The Flynn boys revered their mother, and Charlie showed his respect by not pushing further on the subject of names.

But that didn’t put the overall topic to rest. “Let me say this,” Charlie went on. “If your purpose in getting married is so that you can have a child or two or ten and have them know stability and have them carry on your name, then why get married now? Are you really going to try to start a family while you’re in law school? That’s insane.”

“Plenty of people do it.”

“Yeah, but not all of them do it by choice. You are actively planning to burden yourself with immense debt, lack of sleep, constant demands, and an overload of work — and that’s just law school. You want to add a baby to that?”

Two dull snaps cut through the din of lunching noise. Every person in the deli froze. Conversations halted. Eyes widened as diners searched each other for answers. Nobody dared say what they all thought made those sounds. Only the gurgle of the deep fryer could be heard.

Nathan’s heart thrummed in his chest. From the side, he saw the little girl peek upward at her stunned mother. Before he could comprehend his actions, Nathan bolted over to the counter, scooped up the startled girl, and handed her to the mother.

“Get out of here,” he said.

Her eyes darted between him and the restroom door. She nodded.

Nathan’s mouth went dry as he turned his head toward the restroom. The door slammed open and all in the deli gasped. The confident man stumbled out, blood splattered on his face and more blood dribbling from two holes in his chest.

Chaos erupted.

Gruff Voice manically shouted for calm while people screamed. The mother carrying her daughter managed to get out the front door before the mass exodus clogged the way. Tables and chairs fell to the floor.

The bleeding man crawled toward Nathan, locking eyes with him, reaching out toward him. Nathan wanted to help, but he couldn’t move — he saw Ramrod standing in the restroom, watching the madness, a handgun with a silencer dangling in his hand.

Charlie sat still. He held his overblown sandwich in one hand, bits of meat dropping into his lap.

Nathan heard the frightened crowd break through its bottleneck behind him. As the last of the screaming people ran off, the lone man stepped out of the restroom. He pointed his weapon at the bleeding man and shot once more. Then he walked past Nathan and out the front door, his gait more rigid than before.

An unearthly quiet descended upon the deli. Though Nathan knew a crowd had formed outside, no sounds from them penetrated inside. He felt as if a thick towel had been wrapped around his head, covering his ears, muting the world.

Gruff Voice stepped from behind the counter. He glanced down at the dead man and shook his head. “This is gonna ruin my business.”

Before Nathan could express shock at the comment, the dead man coughed and lifted a hand. Gruff Voice shrieked, jumped back, and fell over a chair. Charlie startled and his sandwich hit the floor.

Nathan snapped his fingers at Charlie. “Call 9-1-1. This guy is still alive.” To Gruff Voice, he said, “You go outside, see if you can find a cop.”

He dropped to his knees, ignoring the blood soaking into his only good pair of slacks, and turned the not-so-dead man over. The man’s eyes rolled up but a smack on the cheek brought him back.

“Help is on the way,” Nathan said. “Hang in there.”

The man’s hand shot out, latching onto Nathan’s shoulder with surprising strength. He pulled Nathan close in. Part of Nathan resisted — whatever this guy wanted to say, it couldn’t be any good. But part of Nathan thought nobody deserved to die without being able to utter some final words.

He turned his head to the side in order to hear well. But the man locked his fingers on Nathan’s jaw and turned his head back. He stared at Nathan with his dark, vibrant hazel eyes. Nathan thought it strange that a dying man should look so alive in the eyes.

The man opened his mouth, blood strung between his lips, and said, “Sorry.”

Nathan felt pressure on the side of his neck. He glanced to the side and saw blood spraying out. The dying man held a knife covered in the dark crimson that continued to shower across the deli floor.

“Is that my blood?” Nathan asked.

The man wrenched Nathan close, pressing their foreheads together, and stared into his eyes. Nathan stared back. His mind raced to comprehend what was happening, but no answers arrived.

And those eyes.

They filled and swirled and dazzled with flecks of green and gold and brown like a kaleidoscope. More than that, Nathan thought the colors widened, grew around him, enveloped him in their wonder. He could fall into them. It would be easy. And a good thing. His brain told him how wonderful the world would be inside those eyes.

He dived inward. He had no clue how he had done it; he simply slipped forward and felt his body drift down into the eyes. Until the colors left him.

And nothing remained but darkness.


CHAPTER TWO

Nathan had died. He knew it by the darkness. Never while alive had he known such icy darkness. A cold beneath the cold. A dark that swallowed the dark.

This was Darkness.

This was Death.

Nathan’s skin prickled at the thought. But did he have skin? And where was he? Heaven? Hell?

Not Heaven. Certainly such a place would have more to offer than this. Hell, then. Except, he suffered no pain, no discomfort other than the cold.

Perhaps the religions were wrong. Perhaps all that remained after life was nothingness, frozen darkness. It didn’t matter what this place was — Nathan wanted out.

The Darkness that surrounded him had weight. He could feel it pressing against his skin, rolling along his back, snaking around his legs — if he even had those body parts anymore. He couldn’t see his own hands, let alone legs or a body. Was that a result of the utter lack of light, or was it because he lacked a body to see?

Something took hold of him in his chest, and it lurched him forward. He thought this must be what a hooked fish feels like as the painful grip dug into his sternum and pulled him further along.

With a blinding flash, he saw Jennie lying in her bed. He watched from the ceiling, floating above her while she rolled the covers to her feet. Her naked body revealed, she smiled and reached toward the bathroom door.

“Come on, honey. Don’t make me wait all night.”

Nathan chilled at her voice. Not just the sound of it, but because he remembered her saying those exact words. This was a memory. This was the first time they had slept together. He was in the bathroom, fumbling with a condom, nervous that he would fail to live up to her expectations, chastising himself to think she would have expectations of him as if he held some secret Casanova reputation.

The door opened, and Nathan watched himself enter the room with a goofy smile. Jennie cracked up, giggling and curling into a ball. From the ceiling, Nathan smiled.

Another blinding flash struck, and Nathan floated above another bed. This one he had no desire to see. A motel room, filthy, unknown stains on the walls, the smell of urine and pot permeated the air, and a young man, Dean Schooner, sat on the edge of the bed with a needle in his arm.

Fresh out of high school, Nathan had worked for a bail bondsman, hunting deadbeats who skipped their court dates. Nathan was good at the work and he enjoyed tracking people down, but he had no stomach for the darker side. As Dean removed the needle and sighed, Nathan wanted to scream at him, to warn him, to force him to run.

Moments later, the door busted in. Young Nathan and his partner, Mack, rushed forward. Mack tackled Dean, though there was no need. He straddled the drugged out kid and pummeled him. Young Nathan did nothing to stop the abuse. He watched, and when it was over, when Dean Schooner no longer moved, no longer breathed, they hurried out, vowing never to tell a soul what had happened.

Flashes of memory continued to strike out at him. His only one night stand. The five-finger discount of a comic book when he was fourteen — X-Men with Storm on the cover sporting a super-cool Mohawk. And Jennie, always returning to Jennie.

But the more he observed of his life, the more he saw the bad he had done. Watching Dean Schooner die and not lifting a hand to help had been the worst, but the rest added up. Little by little, sin by sin, he saw the scale tipping toward the bad. He had never thought of himself as a bad person. He tried to be good. Even gave money to St. Jude’s and the Red Cross every Christmas. But each little transgression, seemingly minor, built upon the other transgressions until he faced a mountain of sin.

“I never realized,” he whispered. The weak sound of his voice scared him as much as the Darkness pressing upon him.

“Hello?” he called out. “Anybody?” His voice both echoed and deadened at the same time — an impossible mix that only made sense when he considered the limbo of nothing he floated within.

“I’m sorry,” he said, but he knew nobody heard him. “I didn’t mean to be so bad. And I did some good, too, didn’t I?”

He felt a shift from the dark. A response.

“I mean you showed me that happy moment with Jennie. I never hurt her or lied to her or betrayed her trust. I was good to her, right? And my dad and my brothers, I always helped them. Even when Dad had trouble with the drinking, I stood by him, helped him recover from every night he felt the loss of Mom over and over. I mean, I can’t be all that bad. Can I?”

A pinpoint of light opened far to his right. To his left, he heard a growling from the Darkness.

Nathan stared at the Darkness, feeling it grow at his side. Instinct told him that should the beast touch his soul, he would be forever in this frozen, lightless place. Yet there was a light. Small, but it was there. Nathan whipped around and ran for it. The faster he moved, the larger the Darkness behind became. It loomed over him like a wave ready to crash upon a surfer. Nathan strained for a breath as he raced onward. But the light never seemed to get any closer. Tears welled in his eyes. Perhaps this was Hell. Perhaps he deserved it.

As the thought finished in his head, the pinpoint of light burst forth into a full doorway of blinding sun. He could hear voices in the distance and he smelled fresh air and life. Yes, he smelled life.

“I won’t waste this,” he said, hoping that a true second chance had come his way.

And he ran into the light.

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

Nathan’s eyes fluttered open. His jaw throbbed while his vision came into focus. His head lagged behind. He tried to look around, but his head refused to move. Even his eyes would not turn in the direction he wanted. He tried to lift an arm, a leg, but nothing responded.

It felt the same as the time he was a boy and woke stuck in sleep paralysis. He couldn’t move — all his autonomy stolen. For a few seconds, his little boy mind feared he would never move again. He would be a prisoner upon his bed. But back then, once he fully awoke, the sleep paralysis ceased, and he went about his morning routine — shaken but free. This time, however, he hadn’t been asleep. He had been in the Darkness.

As his mind cleared, he discovered a strong desire to return to fogginess. A stunning woman with cropped blond hair sat opposite him, bound to a metal office chair, her eyes wide as she stared back at him.

He strained to move his arms, but his body continued to refuse to respond. Unbidden, his head turned in a slow arc, taking in his surroundings. He was in an office building. Along the walls were several gray cubicles, but twelve open workstations comprised the main floor layout. Dirty linoleum tiles, gray and white, checkerboarded the floor. A whiteboard on a metal stand had names and hash marks with the title January Sales at the top. Looked like Steven T. had a lock on best sales of the month.

He glanced down — he, too, was bound to a metal office chair. Nathan and the woman sat in the center. Through the windows, he saw that it was night, that they were several stories up, and that it was snowing. Snowing? How long had he been in the Darkness? Was it even the same year?

The woman had bright eyes clouded by running mascara, and a red welt formed on her cheek. Though she put on a show of fear, Nathan noticed her combat pants and the empty shoulder holster still strapped on. This woman knew something about fighting.

“Jake,” the woman said. “Snap to.” She looked around before leaning closer — as much as her bindings would allow. “We don’t have much time. Russo will be back any second. Did you succeed? Are we safe?”

Nathan tried to open his mouth, to ask this woman what she was talking about, who was Jake, and did she understand that somebody had made a serious mistake. But his mouth refused to respond to his mental commands. Only when he gave up trying did he feel his mouth open.

And then it spoke in another man’s voice with another man’s words.

“Crystal, you okay?”

“Oh, please, don’t get all mushy. Save it for when we kill this guy and get out of here. Then I’ll act like a helpless maiden who needs saving, if that’s what you’re into.”

“My head feels really weird.”

“You were drugged, Sweetie. We both were. I came to about twenty minutes ago — which is why I’m saying we don’t have time. He’s got to be coming back soon. Otherwise, why are we here? I mean, if he wanted to kill us, he would’ve done it already.”

“He won’t kill us. You know that. He can’t.”

“Not unless he’s ready to start an all-out war. And I wouldn’t put that past Russo.”

The Jake mouth stopped talking and once more took in his surroundings. Nathan felt every motion, heard the voices, but couldn’t put it together into anything that made sense. Was he still dead? Was he now some kind of angel sent to help this guy, Jake? But if that was the case, then why couldn’t he act? What good would it be for him to watch all of this and not be able to do anything to help?

An elevator dinged from behind followed by the opening of metal sliding doors. Crystal tightened her lips and straightened in her chair. Nathan heard several footsteps approaching — some quite heavy.

Jake turned his head to the side, and from the corner of his eye, Nathan saw four men. Three were burly types, each carrying a weapon, each wearing a permanent scowl. Bodyguards. Which meant the man in the middle was the man in charge — presumably Russo.

He had tight, curly hair and wore a black, pinstriped suit. He carried a cane with a gold handle that matched the gold silk tie around his neck. Gaudy but stylish. The cane was for show, and the man swaggered in with a slight raise on the corner of his mouth. 

“I’ve been trying to determine the best way to conclude things between us,” Russo said, all the mirth on his face absent from his voice. Despite his ridiculous appearance, when he spoke, Nathan understood the menace rumbling beneath. This was a man who would have no problem killing people.

Jake’s mouth opened, and Nathan tried to will in shut. But Jake said, “You could let us go. At least then you’d have one less crime on your soul.”

Russo chuckled. “You’re cute. Not as cute as your partner, but amusing nonetheless. Well, let’s start with the simple way. Tell me what I want to know and I won’t cut a long gash in Crystal’s beautiful face.”

“You know that won’t work.”

Nathan wanted to scream. Why was this moron antagonizing Russo? He had no advantage tied to a chair. This was madness.

Russo pointed at Jake like a mentor approving of the wise words his pupil had said. “You amaze me. You say these words but ignore their full implication.”

Through Jake’s eyes, Nathan saw Crystal giving a slight nod. They were up to something.

“Look at us,” Russo went on, “chasing each other when our real enemy is out there. Why don’t you see that? They do. Look at the movies and stories they tell. You and I are the ‘other’ that they fear. We will always be that, and when we stop destroying each other, they will turn on us because that is what their fear makes them do.”

Nathan’s mind raced to understand what he should do. Surely, he had to do something. Why else did he pop into this man’s head? If that’s even what was happening.

Russo clicked his tongue. “But I can solve that problem. Mr. Larkin didn’t tell you that, did he? He often neglects the important information. Just sends you off to do his bidding but never gives you the full facts.”

“What?” Crystal said, her voice quivering. To Jake, she added, “What’s he talking about?”

Russo moved his face in close to her. “I’m talking about asserting our existence to the world. Make it known that we are here and that we deserve our rights. I’m talking about how Mr. Larkin keeps you all under thumb by trying to halt the progress many of us want to achieve.” With a long sigh, he straightened. “Guess I’ll have to kill you. What do you think, Jake? If I kill your lovely lady here, will you help me? I don’t mean just a simple bullet, either. What if I turn her into Swiss cheese, and you and I can watch her bleed out? Think maybe that might get you talking?”

“Please,” Crystal said. “I don’t want to die.”

Disbelief coursed through Nathan. He could feel Jake’s ambivalence. How could this man be so callous?

“Sorry,” Jake said.

Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Please, don’t do this. Tell him whatever he wants. Don’t let him kill me.”

“He’s going to kill me, too. If I talk, I’ll be dead even faster.”

Russo pressed the muzzle of his weapon against Crystal’s head. She yelped when it touched her. “I’m not bluffing,” he said.

“I know,” Jake said. “You’re sick enough to do it.” Still, Nathan felt no remorse from this man.

With a frustrated pout, Russo pulled the trigger. Nathan had never seen a person shot like that. Not even during his two years in bail bonds. Never so cold and up close.

Crystal’s head jerked away from the gunshot before hanging down limp and lifeless. For one fraction of a moment, Nathan watched the life leave her eyes. He swore he witnessed a faint mist float out and upward.

But he had no time to ponder any of this. Russo turned the gun on Jake — which also meant the gun had been turned on him.

“Last chance.” When Jake did not respond, Russo said, “Guess I’ll get a chance to see what you can do.”

Before he could pull the trigger, one of the back windows shattered. Snow and cold wind whisked through the office. A black woman, tall and athletic, swung in attached to a dark rope line. She wore a silver and white jumpsuit with a black belt that holstered two sidearms. She touched something on her belt and the rope line released.

As she dropped to the floor, Russo grinned. “Octavia. Mr. Larkin must be quite angry with me, if he sent you.”

She raised her head. “Maybe I just wanted to get out for a change.”

Like an electric charge, she soared across the room. Before Jake could turn his head to follow, one of the bodyguards lay unconscious. The other two whipped out their weapons — long-barreled handguns — but Octavia disarmed them with ease. They fought back, their bulk making it difficult for this woman in silver, yet she seemed nonplused by the challenge.

Jake turned to Russo. “She’ll kill you.”

“Maybe. But you’ll be dead, too.” Russo aimed at Jake’s chest and pulled the trigger.

The impact rocked Jake hard enough to send him and the office chair backwards. His head cracked against the floor and lolled to the side. Through his eyes, Nathan saw the scuffling feet of the bodyguards and Octavia. He watched blood pool around his head.

How could this be? He had only just arrived, and he failed. What was the point of sticking him in this situation when he couldn’t actually do anything?

He felt a painful tug on his chest, and he slipped out of Jake’s body. He rose toward the ceiling. And the cold came. The cold that poured around him like an ice bath and had only one source — the Darkness.

It wasn’t fair. He never got a chance to see Jennie, to tell her that he had wanted to marry her, that he loved her even after death.

As he rose higher, he shivered. The Darkness neared. Nathan wanted to throw up at the idea of returning to that frozen void.

Having no desire to even see the coming dark, he flipped over. He watched Octavia leap into the air, wrap her legs around the neck of a bodyguard, and take him to the ground with her bodyweight. She shoved off and went to work on the last one. Russo had disappeared.

And directly below, Nathan saw Jake — the same man who had killed him in the deli. The same strong face. The same lean fighter’s build. And even in death, the same confidence — as if he knew he would never see the Darkness. All the cold rushed away from Nathan as the heat rose in his body.

No, Nathan thought. He doesn’t get to do that to me again.

Running on instinct, Nathan reached towards Jake’s body. He started to draw in close when the pain in his chest flared. The tug grew stronger. Nathan could feel the icy touch of the Darkness reaching for him. He stretched forward, fighting through the pain by thinking of Jake’s gloating face.

Kill me twice? Not going to happen.

Jake’s head turned. His eyes opened. With a confused frown, he stared at Nathan. Nathan, however, was too angry to be startled. He took hold of Jake’s shirt, and Jake’s confusion shifted into worry.

Out of Jake’s eyes poured a thick mist. It swirled around, grappling Nathan like a trained fighter. Nathan snaked around the attack, his own body moving like mist as well, but a mist that he could control. Like two pythons constricting each other, Nathan’s mist-body fought Jake’s mist-body.

They swirled and dove and looped around each other. Their motions were sloppy and untrained. Apparently, Jake had as little control as Nathan when it came to fighting this way.

An idea struck and Nathan moved fast. He circled behind Jake, expecting his opponent to spin around to follow. As Jake moved, Nathan grabbed at the area within his own chest that hurt like fishhooks dragging him away. He figured that even if he couldn’t see the hook that tried to pull him into the Darkness, he knew it had to be there — the pain told him that. He thrust this pain into Jake.

The sudden shock on Jake’s face confirmed for Nathan that it had worked. As the pain receded from his body, he watched Jake get pulled into the ceiling. And he felt a new tug on his chest — a pleasant sensation like slipping into a warm bath after a hard workout.

Blinding light flashed before him. Then his eyes opened and he was lying on the floor in a pool of blood. A sharp burning erupted in his chest. Nathan turned his head and saw a bullet shove out of his body and clink on the floor. His body? He was in Jake’s body again.

But his head had moved.

He tried again, turning his head to the side. It worked. He had control over this body. Nathan tried to sit up but his arms were still tied to the office chair. He heard a thud as the last bodyguard went down. Then the black woman rushed over and untied him. He slumped forward, and she helped scoot him up against a desk.

“You okay?” she asked with a charming smile.

Nathan lifted one hand before his face. It moved as he desired. He looked at the woman. “What the hell is going on? Who are you?”

The woman’s smile dropped. “Oh, shit.”

But before Nathan could say another word, his brain overloaded. He passed out.

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

When Nathan woke, he thought he had died and returned to another body once more. How else to explain the warm breeze blowing into the stark white room? Except he had not returned to that terrifying cold space of nothingness — the Darkness — which suggested that he might not have died. If that was true, then where the hell was he?

He sat up, expecting his body to ache and swoon from the abuse it had endured, but he felt fine. His well-defined chest bore no scars from the bullets. He wore only boxers. Nothing made sense to him. He recalled the woman who had flown into the office like a ninja and took out three strong men with ease. Had she brought him here?

He looked around the room — Queen-sized bed with a white comforter, white walls, peach and white dresser and a white wicker chair. In a mirror above the dresser, he saw himself — well, Jake, really. But now Jake’s muscles responded to Nathan’s thoughts.

He crossed to a sliding glass door that led to the balcony, and when he glanced outside, he understood a little better. His room was several stories up, and he looked out upon a long expanse of well-tailored lawn. Surrounding the area, he saw palm trees and further out, he spied sand and the ocean.

He was on a tropical island.

The door to his room opened, and a lovely woman entered carrying a wide, green box in her hands. She wore a flowing white sundress, and she moved with grace like a dancer as she set the box at the foot of the bed. Flashing a bright smile, she opened the box and removed a white jumpsuit. She placed the suit on the bed and stepped back.

“Good morning, Mr. Flynn. I’m Victoria, your personal assistant during your stay here.”

Nathan knew his dumbfounded expression must have looked idiotic, but he discovered a lack of concern over his outward appearance. “Where exactly is here?”

“Have you not spoken with anybody yet?”

“I just woke up.”

Victoria nodded as if this explained everything. “You are on the island of Balhova.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Nobody has. It’s a private island.” She gestured to the jumpsuit. “Please, put this on.”

“Why? What’s going on here?”

“Everything will be explained to you, but I can’t allow you to roam around the island in nothing but your boxers. Once you’ve been cleared, I’ll be at your disposal for whatever you require.”

Nathan arched an eyebrow. “Oh, really.”

“No, not really. And if you insinuate that I’m a prostitute in any manner ever again, I promise you’ll regret it. I’m only acting as a personal assistant to help Mr. Larkin.”

“Larkin? I know that name. He’s the guy who ... I don’t know. Is he the one in charge?”

Again, Victoria gestured to the jumpsuit. Nathan held still. He didn’t want to be mean or rude to this woman, but he needed answers and her evasiveness irked him. So, no matter how childish he felt in refusing to dress at her command, he still crossed his arms and stood his ground.

Victoria’s response — a patronizing smile. “Are you going to pout and not eat your supper, too?”

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t care about you, Mr. Flynn, or what you choose to do. This assignment is only a minor inconvenience to me. Whatever happens to you means nothing to me. So, I’m leaving now. If you want answers, get dressed, and go to Room 323. If you want to be obnoxious, then carry on.” She walked out with a firm step and closed the door with a sharp snap.

To the door, Nathan said, “Well, excuse me for being a little grouchy. It’s not like every day I get killed and reborn in another body.”

He hoped she wasn’t listening. He sounded nuts. But gazing at his lean, strong body — Jake’s lean, strong body — made him feel nuts.

He swiped the jumpsuit off the bed and dressed. The fabric clung to his skin but allowed him to move with ease. He stepped out of the room and into a carpeted hall lined with doors. Apparently, this private island had its own hotel. Maybe this was a special resort that he was being hidden in because — because why? Who would want to hide him? Well, if Victoria could be believed, the answers were elsewhere in the building. Before seeking out an elevator, he checked that his door did not lock him out and his room number — 504.

Walking down the hall, he noticed the small black globes in the ceiling — surveillance cameras like those in casinos. Halfway down, he found the elevator doors, and he waited. A piano sonata played through small ceiling speakers. The door dinged and slid open.

As he descended to the third floor, he shuddered. Every sound, every scent, every moment in this building felt simultaneously real and unreal. He could be vacationing in the tropics at a beautiful resort where the staff take care of his every need. Or he could be a prisoner on a bizarre island where his every motion was monitored and dissected. Or maybe he had died back in that deli and the rest had been nothing more than the whims of the afterlife.

On the third floor, he followed the door numbers until he reached Room 323. He put his ear to the door. Nothing.

In his head, he heard his dad say, “Don’t just walk where people tell you to walk. Go where you choose. Otherwise you’re, at best, a sheep. At worst, a prisoner.”

Fine. Then he chose to get some answers. He knocked on the door. Nobody answered. He looked up and down the hall. Empty. 

Staring at the door, he wondered if he had mistaken what room Victoria had said. No. She was clear — Room 323. Nathan grabbed the door knob and turned it — unlocked.

As he stepped inside, he found a mostly empty room. Two metal chairs had been placed in the middle with a small table between them. A sliding glass door led to a balcony. Octavia, the ninja woman who had taken out those three large bodyguards, sat in one chair. While it all looked odd, none of it accounted for Nathan’s feeling of dread. That came from the single object sitting on the table — a large handgun. Nathan wondered if he had become a sheep.

Octavia wore a jumpsuit similar to his. She crossed her legs and opened her mouth into a wolfish smile. “Good to see you again. Please, have a seat.”

Well before his mouth could open, his head moved side to side. A growl formed deep in his chest, rolling up through his throat, and barked out in a single word. “No.”

Octavia remained pleasant and calm. “I’m sure you’re a bit confused and have some questions, but there’s no need to get emotional.”

“No need? Are you out of your mind? I’ve been killed, I mean outright dead, and then I’m not dead, but I’m not me anymore, and then it’s winter but now it’s the tropics and you’re here sitting pretty in an empty room on an empty island with a damn gun and you think I shouldn’t be a little emotional? I want some fucking answers, right now.”

Breathing heavy, feeling his muscles tighten, Nathan curled his fingers into fists. But Octavia never even flinched.

“Answers are what I’m offering,” she said, and bobbed her head toward the empty chair.

Nathan hesitated. As his heart rate slowed and his breathing eased, he tried to think of an alternative. He could run for it. Try to find a way out of the hotel and then off this island, but that wouldn’t do him any good. He might get away, but then he would be on the run from whoever set this all up and he would be no closer to answers. If, instead, he did as asked and sat down, then perhaps he might get some information.

I might get shot again, too. 

With a huff, he crossed the room and settled in the chair. The way things had been going lately, if they shot him, he probably would wake up in Maine while the autumn leaves fell.

“My name is Octavia.”

“Yeah, I got that already.”

“I see. You’re an observant type. That’s good. You’ll need that. Perhaps that trait will make what I’m going to tell you easier to understand.” She paused and when Nathan remained silent, she looked pleased. “Let’s begin with what you know. You died, you came back, you have another body. Have you accepted that as true or do you still cling to the idea that this is Heaven or Hell or some other form of afterlife?”

Nathan could hear the surf, and the tropic heat pressed against his skin. “It all feels real. But who am I to know what the afterlife feels like?”

“Good question. We’ll get to an answer in a little. For now, accept this as a thought experiment, if nothing else. You did die. And you had the fortune of coming into contact with the body you now inhabit. That body has a very special ability. It can harbor two souls — the master of the body and an extra soul. A spare, if you will.”

“A spare soul?”

“A second soul. When harm comes to that body, harm that kills, it can shed the second soul in place of the master. This spare soul departs for the afterlife, but the master soul remains. The body is rapidly healed to accommodate the fresh soul, and all continues on.”

Nathan laughed — a short, rough sound of disbelief. “You’re saying it’s like a bulletproof vest.”

“In some ways. It’s a bit more complex, though — as Jake discovered when he brought you into his body.”

“I guess I wasn’t supposed to shove him out.”

“Jake was a foolhardy man. He took risks that got him hurt too often. When the spare soul is removed, the body becomes like any other — vulnerable. In that delicatessen, he had only one soul going in. When he got shot, if he hadn’t killed you and brought your soul into his body, he thought he would have died.”

“So, he killed me as insurance?”

“With you on board, if his wounds proved fatal, your soul would have departed and he would have healed. As it turned out, he survived, spent a while recovering in one of our facilities, and returned. Unfortunately for him, this last assignment resulted in his death. Except instead of your soul leaving, you fought to stay and took over the body. Now, you have this body, and thus, this power.”

Shaking his head, Nathan laughed again. “I don’t know what’s going on, but this doesn’t make any sense. This can’t be real.”

“I understand how confusing and difficult this is, but it is true. I know because I also harbor two souls in my body.”

Nathan’s skin prickled. “So, if I took that gun and shot you, you wouldn’t die?”

“As long as I have a second soul inside of me, I’m immortal. I won’t even age.”

“Immortal?”

“I’m over two hundred years old.” With one finger, she nudged the weapon toward him. “Go ahead. Shoot me. Kill me. I’ll come back. But I should warn you that the rapid healing process is often quite painful. So, I’ll not forget you made me go through that.”

He stared at the black gun, its short snout staring back. “This isn’t funny. Whatever you’re trying to set me up for, just stop with the mind games.”

“I can do it myself, but you’ll be convinced it was all a trick. The only way for you to stop denying your own experiences and start to believe that this is your new reality is for you to pull the trigger yourself. Feel the kickback of the gun and see the bullet tear into me. You still won’t believe fully, but it’ll be enough to get us to the next step.”

She picked up the hand gun, held it by the muzzle, and offered it once more.

“No,” he said. “I can’t do that.”

“You must.”

“I won’t. I’m not a killer.”

She moved so fast, Nathan had no clue what had happened until he felt the throb on his head and a trickle of blood on his face. She had pistol-whipped him. One hard crack that he only processed after the fact.

“Shoot me. I promise I won’t die.” She shoved the gun into his hands.

“This is crazy. I can’t —”

“Shoot me.”

“No. I don’t go around shooting people. That’s not who I am.”

“You are not anybody any longer. Nathan Flynn, the young man trying to become a lawyer, hoping to marry his girl, start a family, and have a typical mundane life — that man no longer exists. He died during a shootout at a New York deli. You are a true blank slate, and you can become anything you want. Except Nathan Flynn. You are not him.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Then you’re worthless to me. I’ll kill you now and find someone who truly wants to be immortal.”

Nathan’s pulse hammered. “I don’t want to die.”

“Then shoot me.” She lifted him off the chair and tossed him to the wall. “Shoot me, or I’ll beat you to a pulp.”

Though he pointed the gun at her, he kept his finger off the trigger. But she punched him in the jaw. Flashes of light dazed him for a second.

“Wait,” he said and rubbed his mouth. “Jeez. You could knock out Mike Tyson with that punch. Where’d you learn to hit like that?”

“Here. You will, too. After you believe. Now, stop wasting my day and shoot me.”

Nathan intended to toss the gun aside and make some proud declaration, but she reacted before the thought had fully formed. With one hand, she grabbed his elbow; with the other, she grabbed his hand. She forced him to press the gun against her heart and even jabbed his finger against the trigger.

“Welcome to a new world,” she said.

A sharp jerking motion forced him to depress the trigger. The gunshot echoed in the room. Blood splashed out of her back as she crumpled to the floor. Her lifeless eyes stared at his feet.

The world stopped around him. He only heard his rapid breathing.

A soft mist drifted from her eyes and spiraled up into the ceiling. With a gasp, Octavia sat up. She held a hand under the entry wound, wincing and groaning as the slug popped out. Through a burnt hole in her jumpsuit, her skin clearly reformed. She kept her mouth closed tight, grinding her teeth against the pain. When it ended, she stood and dropped the bloody slug on the table. 

“See? Immortal.”

Nathan dropped the gun as his mouth gaped open. “Holy shit.”

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Nathan’s mind flooded with questions, overloading his capacity to think at all. More than any of the details of how or why or what, the thought that continued to return was simple enough — I can be immortal. The Darkness that he had seen, the Darkness that he had felt, it would have no claim to him. He could be immune to Death. He gawked at Octavia, and she waited until he regained some composure.

“Follow me,” she said and left the room.

Nathan hurried up behind, tripping as he reached her. “How is this possible?”

“Don’t start asking those kinds of questions. It’ll drive you mad. I do know this much — this power is not within our individual souls. You and I are not special in that regard. It is these bodies that hold the power within them. That is why we never see the soul-mist until we are in an immortal body. And these bodies are far older than we are. Just as you have taken over Jake’s body, Jake had taken it from another, and so on back into the darkness of history. Who created them or how or for what original purpose — those questions have no bearing upon us. Simply accept that these bodies are what they are, a gift to those of us fortunate enough to live inside one, and it is up to you if you will make use of yours or not.”

“But if I die without a second soul in me, I die for real, right?”

“I thought I made that clear.”

“What happens to the body then?”

Octavia stopped before Room 302. Her dark face chilled as she gazed back at him. “The body dies without a soul. Not immediately, but soon after. I’ve been told that long ago, long before my time, there were hundreds of these bodies in existence. Now, we are only a few, scattered across the Earth like seeds in the wind. But we are dead seeds for we have no knowledge of how to create more.”

She paused, and in the silence, Nathan wondered if there had been a point when enough immortal bodies existed to fill this island. “Was that man — Russo — well, does he have an immortal body, too?”

“Don’t worry about him. He’ll be taken care of long before you are ready to leave this island.”

“Yeah, about that. Look, I very much appreciate you saving my life — thank you, by the way — but I still don’t have a clue what this is all about. Why am I here? What are you people doing on this island? What —”

She cocked her head to one side, and the strength within such a simple motion shut Nathan’s mouth. “I’ve let you babble because I know how disorienting this process can be. But that time has passed. You’ve accepted what we are. Now, you must decide — you may join us and be opened into an amazing world or you may remain mortal.”

“How can I choose when I don’t even know what I’d be joining? What do you people do?”

“If you are to survive the future that awaits you, it will require unconditional trust in me and those like me. That is how you decide. Answer for yourself — will you trust me?”

The idea of immortality lured him closer to the door. But he paused. This wasn’t some hypothetical. He had seen it with his own eyes. He had experienced it himself. He knew what it meant to die and be reborn. And he knew the Darkness that awaited his return.

But the problem remained — if he accepted this power, then by living forever, he would lose the one he loved. Not at first, of course. In fact, the moment he got off this island, he planned to go marry Jennie and not look back. But eventually, she would grow old. Eventually, she would die. He faced the real problem of immortality — living.

“Decide,” Octavia said.

“I don’t know how.”

“Do you want to die?”

“I don’t know if I want to outlive all those I love.”

Octavia made no effort to hide her disappointment. “Love is fickle. Besides, what makes you think you’ll have a chance to spend time with them if you’re mortal?”

“I assumed if I don’t join you —”

“That we’d let you go? Permit you to live out your life in that special body and when you die, we just lose one of the few remaining bodies out there? No. You can either join us and live forever, or you can continue on the path that had been set out before — you can experience the afterlife. That is your choice.”

Nathan chilled at the thought of the Darkness. “I’ll join you then. No question about it.”

“In that case, you’ll need a second soul.”

She opened the door and led Nathan inside. The room looked much like the one they had left. Devoid of all furnishings save for two chairs and a small table between. The sliding glass door had been shut and clear plastic covered the walls and floor. The most significant difference, however, was that two people — an elderly man and a frail woman — sat in the chairs. They were bound and gagged. Both had been crying. Both looked like trapped animals.

Octavia handed over her gun. “In order to get your second soul, you must find it or take it. If you’re on a battlefield or at a hospital, there are numerous opportunities to acquire the soul. But often you’ll find yourself isolated from the dying. Then you must be willing to take a life in order to preserve your own.”

The gun felt cold and heavy in his hand. “You want me to shoot them?”

“Just one. The other is for me. I lost my second soul in my little demonstration for you. I will show you how it is done, and then you will do it.” In three strides, she stood in front of the old man. “Whenever possible, you want to use the old and weak or those who expect to die either from illness or suicide or such. In nearly all of these cases, their souls will not struggle within your body, and you will maintain control. If you take a young or strong soul, you risk being ejected from the immortal body. Those who refuse to accept death are the worst. They will almost always destroy you. Just as Jake suffered when you took over.”

“I can’t murder somebody.”

“Of course, you can.”

“I don’t want to die, but I can’t go killing people all the time in order to live forever. That’d make me a serial killer. It’s like being a vampire in a monster movie.”

Octavia snapped a look at Nathan over her shoulder. “We are not monsters. We don’t kill just anybody. We destroy those who are either ready to go or those who should have been destroyed long before. And if you cherish your immortality, if you will protect your second soul well, then you will find little need to kill often. But when the time comes, you must be capable of the task.”

“What are you saying? Destroy those who should have been? That these people deserve to die?”

“Yes. This is Robert Cornwell. He is a part-time arsonist and full-time rapist. He has harmed more lives than I have lived.”

“So now, we’re judge, jury, and executioner?”

She shrugged. “Once you’ve lived over a hundred years, we can have that debate. For now, yes. You must accept that this is one price for your immortality. You can go kill whomever and take the risks, or you can do it as I present it to you — the most decent way possible, determined over centuries of practice.”

“There’s got to be another —”

“You chose to join us. You wish to change your mind and face the afterlife?”

Nathan lowered his head. “No,” he whispered.

“Then pay attention. It is crucial that you are looking into the eyes of the person whose soul you wish to gain. The poets had it right — the eyes are the window.”

She leaned over the man, pushing his chin so that he looked up at her. She brought her face close against his, her eyes on the same level. And shot him in the chest.

Nathan flinched at the sound but had presence of mind to watch closely. The old man’s body convulsed, but Octavia kept his head still. Moments later, a thin mist ejected from his eyes. But instead of drifting upward, the mist traveled into Octavia’s eyes as if drawn by a magnetic field.

With a satisfied breath, she turned to Nathan. “See? Simple enough. The body you now inhabit will know what to do.” She gestured toward the woman. “Gain your second soul and we shall begin.”

He lifted the gun, aimed it at the woman’s head, and stopped. Tears streamed from her eyes. She screamed but the gag muffled the sound into a heart-wrenching whine. It reminded Nathan of an injured dog locked in a cage. He lowered the gun.

Octavia slapped the back of Nathan’s head. “Are you really going to make me waste my morning coaxing you into this. You will have to do it eventually. You understand that?”

“Cut me some slack. I’ve never killed anybody before. Maybe for you it’s easy, maybe she’s nothing but a soul you need to steal, but this is a real person here, a human being. And where I come from, murder isn’t something to be taken lightly.”

“You better get it through your head that you are no longer human like they are. You are more than human, and they are nothing more than what you need to survive. At least, that’s what you need to think of when you take a life.”

“But isn’t it dangerous to have such awful people inside us? You now have a soul of a rapist.”

“No. I have a second soul of a rapist. It’s a shield and nothing more. His disease cannot infiltrate me, the master soul.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I will teach you, but not until you do what you must.”

“But —”

“Enough. This woman that you
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