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      The steady thud cha-thug of Piper’s shoes hitting the sink cabinet echoed through the tile, brass, and glass surroundings and into the bathroom stall.

      Breelyn Grace studied the closed door, wishing she had the ability to shoot lasers from her eyes to stop the incessant thumping. Each kick of Piper’s trendy heels sent another pulse jarring through Breelyn’s already thread-bare nervous system.

      Why in the hell had she agreed to give the toast at their Aunt Winnie’s sixtieth birthday party? Public speaking wasn’t her forte. As a matter of fact, she’d rather face a whole pit of vipers and a nest of big, hairy spiders before she’d stand up in front of a crowd and speak.

      Thump. Cha-jung!

      “Do you have any idea what you’re going to say?” The kicking stopped.

      Breelyn’s stomach roiled and rumbled at the thought. The words leaked from her head. Damn!  “I did until you asked.”

      Noise from the restaurant proper filtered into the bathroom as the door opened.

      “Piper Grace, remove yourself from that counter. I did not raise you with such deplorable manners.” A slight pause filled the space as their mother geared up for another reprimand. This time directed at Breelyn.

      Three…two…one.

      “I suppose your sister is hiding out in a stall.”

      Breelyn imagined her mother’s stance: hands on hips, frown in place, disapproving pinch to her sour mouth.

      “Breelyn Anastasia Grace, come out of there this instant and own up to your responsibilities. You agreed to make the speech, and I will not have you disappointing your aunt or embarrassing the family. Lord knows you do enough of that on a daily basis.”

      Breelyn made a fist. A stabbing pain lit behind her right eye. Was she too young to have a stroke?

      “Mother.” Piper’s voice took on the pleading note it always did when she tried to protect her younger sister from their mother’s wrath. “You aren’t helping matters.”

      “Everyone is waiting.” Fiona Grace had the uncanny ability to state the obvious and sound offended by it.

      “She’ll be out in a minute.”

      With any luck, she would have a stroke and not have to give the speech.

      “I have no idea why Winnie asked her to speak in the first place. This is an occasion of great moment and dignity.” Fiona had never been a fan of her younger daughter—not even when Breelyn was a little girl— and chose every moment possible to show it.

      Thank God and heaven for Aunt Winnie. Despite any flaws or faults Fiona saw in her offspring, Judge Winifred Grace-Ambrose had always found reason to praise and shower Breelyn with love and affection. That, and for a thousand smaller reasons, was why Breelyn had agreed to speak in front of a room full of distinguished guests and half of New York City’s elite.

      After a deep, cleansing breath—hands clenched in determination to prove her mother wrong—Breelyn stood and flushed the empty toilet and unlocked the door.

      Piper studied Breelyn as she emerged, asking her with a look if she was all right. Breelyn washed her hands for appearance sake—since she’d done nothing more than sit there and panic—then dried them. Hopefully her speech would come back to her.

      Fiona gave Breelyn a quick up and down with a head shake.

      “You should have worn a dress. Those pants are completely inappropriate for the occasion.” The maternal criticism lit a fuse left smoldering for far too long.

      Breelyn turned to her mother. “I could always take them off and walk out there in my underwear. How’s that for inappropriate?”

      Piper lowered her head in defeat. As peacekeeper, she’d failed in her attempt.

      “You watch your tone with me.”

      Breelyn took a step forward, moving into her mother’s space. “Or what? You’ll never speak to me again? I should be so lucky.”

      Fiona narrowed her eyes. Hatred filled the air between them. “If you haven’t noticed, this day is not about you and your theatrics.”

      “It isn’t about your constant need to belittle and disapprove of me either.” Breelyn looked her mother directly in the eyes, challenging her. “I don’t know why I even bother speaking to you anymore. I already know before you open your mouth it’s going to be something mean-spirited and catty.”

      “As I know before you ever try at something new you’re going to disappoint in the attempt.”

      “Mother!” Piper grabbed Fiona by the arm and hauled her to the restroom door. “Go back to your seat. We’ll be out in a moment.”

      Breelyn stood there and seethed.

      Deep breath in through the mouth. Out through the nose.

      Sometimes calming techniques failed to work when she’d been Fionaed.  It seemed to happen a lot more often lately. Nothing Breelyn did was ever good enough. So what if she took the free-spirited approach to life? She hadn’t found that one particular thing that set her world on fire or made her want to build a life-long career. Her position at the small Soho gallery didn’t pay much, but the work was interesting in the extreme.

      Piper placed her hand on Breelyn’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I love you, Piper, but you have to stop apologizing for her. She’s never going to like or approve of me. How someone can hate their own child is beyond me, but I suppose it happens.” Breelyn shrugged. She’d fought the battle with her mother for so long she’d grown tired of it. The same arguments played over and over. For a time there she’d cut off all communication with Fiona—after the incident—but it had only lasted until her mother saw a reason to call and complain about some supposed transgression on Breelyn’s part.

      “I meant what I said; I’m not going to speak to her anymore. That might sound childish to you, but I refuse to put myself through the abuse.”

      Piper pulled her close and hugged her. “Daddy and I love you. Aunt Winnie loves you. She’s never made bones about you being her favorite.”

      Sometimes Breelyn wondered if Aunt Winnie did that in order to twist a knife in Fiona’s side. The judge was good that way.

      “She’s my favorite, too.” Breelyn moved out of her sister’s arms and took a step back. “All right. Let’s get this over with so I can come back in here and throw up.”

      “That’s you. Always looking on the bright side.” Piper slung her arm around Breelyn’s shoulder and herded her out of the restroom and down the short hallway to the banquet room.

      The diners had mostly finished their meals. Tuxedoed waiters served desserts and coffee. Breelyn searched the room for her aunt and found her sitting next to Fiona and giving her what appeared to be a whispered earful. Fiona’s face had gone tight, eyes cast to the side in a direct avoidance gesture.

      Breelyn tried to concentrate on the fact Aunt Winnie was giving Fiona chapter and verse rather than the amount of people in the room. If her luck held, she’d be able to give her entire speech while most of the guests were stuffing their faces with chocolate cake.

      She walked along the outer perimeter of the tables, took a place at the podium and then tapped the microphone a few times. Sound echoed over the speakers. Already her heart rate kicked up. Double and triple beats throbbed up into her throat.

      Don’t panic. It’s only a speech. Just tell them what you love and admire about Aunt Winnie and be done with it.

      Guests began to turn in their seats to face the podium.

      Don’t look at me, please. Keep on chomping the dessert.

      Sweat broke out on her forehead. Damn, who’d turned up the heat in the restaurant? A swanky place like this could afford a little air conditioning. No need to be chintzy. Times might be tough, but come on, management did not want to piss off Aunt Winnie on her big day.

      Murmurs began, soft at first, then grew in both volume and anxiety. Astonishment morphed into terror.

      Hell, did she really look that bad? Breelyn glanced down at her legs to see if she’d stripped off her pants like she’d threatened and forgotten in her panic.

      Several of the guests on the front row pushed away from their tables. Her mother glanced up with shock in her eyes. She mouthed Breelyn’s name. Piper rose so fast her chair fell over backward.

      Heartbeats thundered in her ears. Was she having a heart attack? Oh God, it was a stroke. She touched her face to feel for facial droop. Nothing remarkable there. Food poisoning? This could not be an anxiety attack, could it? No. Ridiculous. Others didn’t react unless there was something on the surface to see.

      Sweat ran down her brow. She started to wipe it away. “Oh, my God.” The words might have been whispered or screamed, either way she didn’t hear them though she felt them leave her throat.

      She held her hand in front of her face, examining it front to back. No mistake. Her body was completely transparent.

      Her gaze flew to Aunt Winnie’s then Piper’s. The judge was up and moving around the table. Aunt Winnie’s mouth moved, giving the impression she shouted, but no sound came. As a matter of fact the entire world had bled into a horrific silence. No clatter of dishes. No chatter from the diners. No bad piped-in music.

      The scene receded. The golden ambient glow of the candlelight grew dimmer until there was nothing left but the shifting shadows on the walls. A black veil shadowed the world.

      She rubbed her eyes. At least she could feel. Her hands still existed. Her body remained intact, even if she could no longer see it.

      But where in the hell was she?

      Sound returned with violence. Klaxons screeched, threatening to rupture her eardrums. Lights danced, in a strobe effect, nearly blinding her. Breelyn grabbed the sides of her head, covered her ears and hunkered down. Sound ripped through her body, jarring her nervous system.

      What happened? How did she get here?

      She glanced around, taking in the changed environment. The tables were gone, chairs missing. No well-dressed diners or elaborate centerpieces. The uniformed waiters were MIA. Not one feature of the building appeared familiar.

      Giving a speech wasn’t enough to give a person a nervous breakdown, was it? Panic, yes. Total mental collapse, no.

      And yet, this was real.

      The building was the same, but where were the ornate friezes, expensive wall treatments, and crystal chandeliers? All of them were gone. It now looked more like the lobby of an austere bank than a five-star restaurant. Everything was completely altered.

      The world she’d known had been stripped from existence. If she didn’t know better she’d swear someone had “beamed her up.”

      Movement from the corner of her eye captured her attention. Police dressed in riot gear crept along the wall, making their way toward her.

      Panicked, she fell back on her bottom and scooted back, trying to get away from them. She lifted her now solid hands in protection, warding off the officers.

      They advanced as a group. Some broke off from the pack, circling her.

      From the looks of it, the idea to protect and serve wasn’t in their job description at the moment.

      Having lived in the far-reaching shadow of Aunt Winnie, Breelyn had taken pains to stay within the law. The fact she’d fallen through a rabbit hole and right smack into the middle of a police action was an irony not lost on her. However, her only job now was finding a way out of the place. Wherever it was.

      What happened to the window that had overlooked the restaurant’s herb garden? It should have been on the west side of the building. The gorgeous view had been replaced with industrial brick, painted with a coat of depressing gray paint.

      Panic surged.

      One of the policemen advanced. Breelyn pushed off with her feet and shot across the high polished floor. Seeing her advantage, she ran through the room, using the counter as a shield.

      Blue light streaked overhead. Little bursts of electricity crackled in the air. Those weren’t tasers in the traditional sense. They were more elaborate—advanced. Miniature lightning strikes contained within the confines of the building. Fainting left or right, it didn’t matter, the damn charges came straight for her as if a homing device was strapped to her ass.

      She kept moving while trying not to glance over her shoulder. If the police were gaining on her, she’d really rather not know.

      She turned down the right corridor that once led to the main ballroom. The ornately carved wooden doors were gone, replaced by industrial grade steel. Jesus, how was she supposed to get through those bad boys?

      Surrender wasn’t in her blood. Graces were not hard-wired that way. They’d have to take her down to get her to stop running. Even if she didn’t know what the hell happened to her, she wanted to live long enough to find out.

      Bolts of electric-blue light continued to fly at her. She took a chance and glanced over her shoulder. The cops were shooting the beams at her again. The discharges crossed, creating a net of light.

      Oh, God. She was going down.

      Pressure started as a pain in her head, heavy as a cinder block set on top. The natural inclination to squat down and avoid the sensation forced her to her knees. She had no problem with crawling out of there if she had to. Anything to get away from the goon squad.

      The lower she went the more weight pressed down on her head and shoulders. Soon her brain would leak out her nose.

      Another blast knocked her on her ass.

      Oddly, she never lost consciousness. But damn did she ever wish the darkness claimed her. Being awake for whatever heinous plans they had in mind was not exactly her idea of a party. She’d much prefer making the speech in front of Aunt Winnie’s friends.

      Cops circled her. They held their weird lightning guns pointed at her face. If they wanted her compliance, they’d gotten it. Not to mention the last hit had rendered her arms and legs completely useless.

      Fear brought tears to her eyes. Silently, she cursed the weakness they’d no doubt find a way to exploit. She glanced up to discover if even glimpse of compassion shown in their eyes and saw nothing behind the black plastic of their visors.

      “My aunt is Judge Winifred Grace-Ambrose. Just so you know, she will be my first phone call.”

      They said nothing. They acted as if she’d never spoken.

      More cops poured into the room. These carried a collapsible stretcher. They weren’t even going to allow her the dignity of walking out of the place under her own steam. Tingles started in her fingers and toes, proof that feeling returned, however slow.

      Wasn’t it standard procedure if a cop hurt a suspect to take the injured party to the hospital? If that were the case, she might have a fighting chance to at least get someone to listen to her. These jokers were all about apprehending their quarry. Not using common sense to figure out what had happened.

      What had happened? That—other than how in the hell she was going to save herself—was the immediate question.

      How did she get into the bank in the first place and at night of all times?

      Poison? A roofie? That was it. She’d gone down at the luncheon and someone brought her here and dumped her instead of calling the paramedics. But why? Who in that crowd had she offended? She barely knew half the guests. Granted, she didn’t have a great relationship with her mother, but she’d never believe the Fionanator would give her a hit of a hallucinogenic for shits and grins. Fiona Grace would call such an action inappropriate.

      “Look. I know you think I broke in here, but trust me, I didn’t. The last thing I remember I was about to give a toast at my aunt’s birthday luncheon. I think someone might have drugged me then dropped me here.”

      Still no response.

      Their uniforms held no distinguishing mark or feature denoting precinct or agency affiliation.  How was she supposed to know where to lodge her complaint if they wore no patches, badges, or buttons?

      The cops with the gurney were silent as well. Their faceplates remained in the down position while they worked to get her on the stretcher. Anonymous. Robotic. An electronic band was placed around her bicep that emitted a beep. A green light flashed with every beat of her heart.

      Was that some kind of funky high-tech monitor? Honestly, it was the least they could do after zapping her with enough voltage to bring Frankenstein’s monster to life.

      “At least tell me what hospital you’re taking me to. If my insurance doesn’t cover it because I’m out of network, I’m going to be so screwed.”

      Crickets.

      Had they taken an oath of silence? Maybe they didn’t want to give anything away. But honestly, didn’t most S.W.A.T. teams at least communicate with each other? She’d not heard a thing but the weapons charging, the echoes of footsteps on the marble floor, and her own uneven breathing.

      Not one of them attempted to read her Miranda Rights.

      They strapped her to the gurney then covered her with a heavy metallic blanket. An odd lethargy stole over her, all warm and gooey as a tub of heated honey. The experience might have been relaxing if they hadn’t pulled the blanket up over her head.

      “Wait! Stop! I’m not dead.”

      At least not yet.
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      Detective Jonah Knight glanced down at the alarm panel in his cruiser. Lights lit up the holographic map showing an area of major Skuttle activity. Damn friggin’ bastards. The fuckers were worse than high-tech cockroaches.

      He touched the com unit on his lapel. “This is Knight. I’ve got Skuttles at the Promenade Regional Credit Union.”

      “Copy that, Detective Knight. Back up dispatched.”

      He opened the side hatch of the cruiser and stepped out onto the sticky pavement. A reek like the ass end of a dead rhino hit him as soon as he took in a breath. God, he hated this part of town. Only derelicts and Skuttles came here. The seedier and shadier the business, the deeper into the area called the Reef things went. And right about now, he stood dead center of the heart of that festering cesspool.

      Jonah pulled his plasma blaster from the holster and held it in front of him. Good thing he’d set down in the alley and not on the main drag. Judging from the dim light at the cross street there were plenty of people still wandering about even after curfew.

      The general consensus in the Reef was that regional laws did not apply. The assumption was dead wrong. If anything, the area needed a little more control, but there was only so much the police could do to maintain the peace.

      He flipped his night goggles into place and slowly left the alley. He crept along the west side of the building in question. Skuttles were busy shoving what looked like a body bag into the hatch of their hopper. He counted at least a dozen around the vehicle. All heavily armed and dressed in paramilitary gear.

      These were no ordinary Skuttles.

      They were Temple’s men.

      A sick, sinking feeling grabbed onto his belly with tiny, vicious claws and refused to let go. Anything that fucker touched was bound to involve illegal activities and dead bodies. Yeah, Temple was a real jolly character all right.

      So what the fuck was going on? What interest did Temple have with the credit union and a stiff?

      Suddenly, one of the Skuttles lifted his head, sniffing the air for human scent. The soldier turned and fired. A jolt of electricity rocketed through the darkness. Jonah jumped back. The energy pulse crackled the air around him, leaving the stink of ozone in its wake.

      God damn. Was it worth getting into a firefight when he was alone? Probably not. But carrying a stiff out of a closed credit union in the middle of the night on his watch—not going to happen.

      Jonah brought his plasma blaster up and fired. Two Skuttles dropped while the others scrambled to get aboard their craft. The unit guards returned fire. One of the charges hit the building, cracking the masonry work with a miniature lightning strike.

      “Oh yeah?” Jonah shot back, hitting the guard in the chest. The Skuttle went down like a stone. His cohorts left him where he dropped. The hatch closed and the roar of engines filled the night. The hopper lifted off and tore through the sky across the city, heading toward the Atlantic side of the island.

      Jonah touched his lapel com unit.

      “I have a visual on the Skuttle ship, bearing east to Clementi.”

      Police ships screamed overhead. Lights and sirens rocked the night. No way a Skuttle transport of that class had enough power to outrun the supped-up thrusters of those owned by the NYJPD, and yet he stood groundside watching as the homemade ship bolted out past the perimeter toward the open sea.

      “Dispatch, patch me through to Harbor Patrol.”

      “Copy. Stand by.”

      It took a moment for the Harbor Patrol dispatch to come on the com system. The frequencies were jammed with signals, too many units trying to coordinate pursuit efforts at the same time.

      He gave up and closed the channel.

      Another cruiser pulled into the alley behind his. The driver’s door slowly rattled upward. That piece of shit was in worse shape than Jonah’s. It hadn’t been off ground level since Jonah didn’t know when. Detective Rio Andreas unfolded himself from the low-slung vehicle and stepped into the alley.

      “God, I hate this part of town.” Rio pulled his plasma blaster from the holster and held it up. “So what gives?”

      “Skuttles took off, headed out to sea. They’ve been upgrading hoppers.”

      Rio pushed his goggles into place. “Looks like you took out a few.”

      “Had no choice. They shot first.”

      Rio gave him a knowing smile. “Any idea what they were after?”

      “Not really, but it looked like they were carting away a full body bag.”

      Rio frowned. “Did you leave any of the bastards alive so we can interrogate them later?”

      “Depends on how sensitive their systems are to a three-quarter charge.”

      “Always the cowboy.” Rio made his way over to inspect the bodies. His blaster was trained on the injured Skuttles in case they decided to move.

      He bent down and felt for a pulse. “Alive. Thready though. Next time I’d turn it down to half so we don’t lose any leads.”

      Rio was a good cop, but he really had no sense of immediate justice. Unlike Jonah.

      While Rio called for medical transport, Jonah turned his attention to the credit union. What were they after? He’d hate like hell to have to wait for the crime scene team to get inside. No telling when they’d show up. There were only a handful of teams covering the greater New York-Jersey Corridor. Important leads might be lost in the meantime.

      For the past five years, he’d been after headquarters to give them more leeway in beginning the crime scene investigations before the team arrived. They hadn’t budged. No amount of overtime, exhaustion, or mistakes had made a difference.

      The back of the credit union lay in the shadow of a tenement building. Cyber lights from the adjacent structures didn’t penetrate down this far to ground level. He flipped the interface switch on his goggles and cranked up the power to study the entry point.

      Something sticky and quite slippery made him lose traction. He slid and put his hand up on the wall to keep from busting his ass. He lifted his foot and a shimmery liquid covered the sole of his shoe, pooling on the ground around his feet.

      No doubt about it, the Skuttles didn’t believe in finesse when it came to breaking and entering. Jonah studied the entry point. The magna-steel bars had been removed from the window. The six-inch thick plasma-proof glass had been melted back to a liquid state. How had the Skuttles managed that?

      An icy river ran down his spine. They were dabbling in technology way beyond the capabilities of the police to control. This was bad. With tech like that, why did they need something out of a credit union? Was there something in the vault or the safety deposit boxes they needed and they’d used the body bag to conceal the items?

      Jonah glanced around the area. The street was empty save for strewn garbage and a couple of dilapidated stone benches in what local historians said had once been a garden. He had a hard time imagining anyone ever growing anything green in this part of town. At least not anything legal.

      Beams of light from a rover, hovering overhead, made circular patterns on the ground. Glancing up, he read the call numbers on the vehicle’s undercarriage.

      “It’s one of ours,” he called to Rio.

      “Least we didn’t have to wait long.” Rio had a rather impressive collection of illegal pulse weapons he’d taken from the stunned Skuttles. “Must be a slow night in murder central.”

      “For once.”

      The rover landed and the crime scene team exited the vehicle. Most teams consisted of three people: two for gathering physical evidence and one to collect any technical data. However, depending on what kind of night the city was having determined who got a team as well as when and how many agents arrived on-scene.

      Casey Stone held her field kit in front of her. “You don’t know how glad I am to pull this assignment.”

      “Why’s that?” Jonah met her where the Skuttles had entered the building.

      “Pritcher, Steele, and Pinelli were called out right before us. A warehouse clinic full of dead dollies on the East Side. Not pretty.”

      Thank God he didn’t work out of that precinct. Dollies were the cosmetic equivalent of drug mules. Packets of super concentrated hallucinogenic drugs were wrapped in protective casings and implanted under a dolly’s skin. The name dolly came from the fact the mule never wore the same face twice, like a child’s toy. Change the face and clothes and change the life.  A dolly’s looks were altered with each run. Seeing a room full of them hacked up wouldn’t have made his night.

      “This doesn’t look promising.” Casey called over the tech guy to log it on his specs.

      The special glasses worn by the technician had optic imprint interfaces—much like the goggles—that allowed the wearer to focus in on a particular area and record what was seen. To take a still picture, the user only had to blink.

      “Amazing,” the tech-head said under his breath. “Melted the window like candle wax.”

      “Take the pictures so we can get inside.” Casey waved a spectrascan over the area. She placed a small amount of the liquid on the sample port and hit the analyze button with her thumb. “By the way, this is Harlan Seville. He just transferred in from across the Hudson. Seville, meet the infamous Detective Jonah Knight.”

      Seville looked over the top of his glasses in something close to awe. He held out his hand. “Nice to finally meet the legend of the Bronx.”

      Over by the unconscious Skuttles, Rio laughed.

      Jonah hated that nickname. Hated the fact he had a hard time living up to the moniker no matter what he did. As a matter of fact, he’d never deserved it. He was no one’s hero. The one person who had depended on him the most that fateful night was the one he failed to save. Memories of hearing her screams over the com unit continued to eat away at him five years later.

      Jonah shook Seville’s hand, deciding not to make an issue out of the misuse of the word hero. “I really want to get inside the building and review the security data.”

      “I’ll be done here in a minute.” Casey tapped a few more keys and sent the information onto headquarters. “These bastards were good. I’ve never seen anything like it. They managed to change the state of the window, not its chemical composition.”

      “So it melted.” Jonah didn’t need the fancy equipment to come to that conclusion, but it was always nice to have a gut feeling verified.

      “Even without the heist these guys have broken enough tech laws to put them away forever.” Casey continued to collect samples.

      Another vehicle arrived. This one over the streets. Lights flashed in red and white over the EMTs’ faces as they scrambled out of the rig with med kits in tow. Unusual for an ambulance to come over-ground, but the air was filled with police units in pursuit of the Skuttle hopper.

      Jonah turned back to the matter at hand. “Can we go inside?”

      Seville clicked the side of his glasses to stop the feed. “Sure. I’m done here.”

      Rio joined them by the door. As the senior officer on scene, it fell to him to unlock the mechanism and let them inside. That was the way the protocols were written when the lock laws were put into place. He punched in the universal code for the lock manufacturer and his personal ID then placed his index finger on the plate. There was a slight delay while the lock computer verified Rio’s PIN with the department database and his fingerprint then the lock clicked open.

      Jonah kept his goggles engaged as they crept through the foyer and into the main floor. No overt sign that the lobby had been tampered with or touched jumped out at him. With plasma blaster raised, he moved on to the vault. It, too, remained intact.  Lights on the security system connected to the vault blinked confirmation it remained activated.  This particular institution used a separate room to store the safety deposit boxes.

      “Rio, what’s the status on the safety deposit boxes?”

      “All intact. The room is locked up tight. No signs of a break-in.” And with the way the Skuttles made quick work of the security bars and window there would have been plenty of signs if they’d wanted in either the vault or the boxes.

      “Seville, how are you coming with the vids?” Jonah took out his scanner and waved it over the area. Biological matter beeped a positive signal, but the DNA sequences were so varied it had to be residue left over from customers coming in and out of the building on a daily basis.

      “Almost there. What was the time mark when you first received the Skuttle alert?”

      “Ten-fifty-seven.” Jonah finished his preliminary sweep and headed to where Seville
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