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        Hegemony has fallen.

      

        

      
        That once unified global government lies splintered in a thousand isolated fiefdoms, but the Order, the one-world religion, remains.

      

      

      

      
        
        Now, twenty-two years after the Great Collapse and fifteen since the Bad Times, a period during which the world teetered on the precipice of a new Dark Ages, mankind struggles to rise from the ruins of a once great civilization.

      

        

      
        Meanwhile, the Order has consolidated secret hold on these seemingly independent regions, once again securely ensconced as the unseen power behind all human government.

      

      

      
        
        Should any desire for truth be rekindled in the hearts of men, the Order stands ready to stamp it out . . . .
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      “Is a lie!”

      At the words, Lars froze. His fingers gripped a coat button half fastened against the growing chill.

      Fist raised, Jeremiah continued. “We have complete Word of Creator God, all thirty-nine scrolls, Genesis to Malachi. Prophecies are clear.” He thumped the top of the crude wooden picnic table. “Mashiach comes as conquering king.”

      Professor Reuel’s withered hand patted the tomes stacked before him. “Yet one cannot argue that these histories, delivered to me from the Order’s secret library, are proof a man existed, thousands of years ago, who matched those very prophecies describing the Messiah. He was rejected by his own people, was betrayed, and was brutally and publicly murdered. The evidence is clear, the conclusion irrefutable.”

      Arms hugged around himself as if against the breeze that riffled the pages beneath Reuel’s hands, Jeremiah scoffed and gave a backhanded wave. “Does not match prophesies. Did not conquer. Was not made king. As I said, is lie.”

      Lars ducked his neck deeper into his collar, partly against the same chill wind and partly to tamp down this compulsion to speak. Who was he to voice his opinion?

      Especially when the current accommodations were his doing. Grandpa’s machine shed, the company’s temporary bunkhouse, was much too crowded. Which left the men to convene outdoors, despite the frigid early March weather, this old table on the farmhouse’s front lawn being the best meeting place he could offer.

      Yet, the desire to speak grew only stronger as Reuel and Jeremiah exchanged these same circular arguments, day after day. He gave up and let the words bubble forth. “I still can’t believe Creator God would lead us—I mean, lead you—to the scrolls, much less do all those crazy miracles, for no reason.”

      He ducked his head again and rubbed the back of his neck. He’d not meant to include himself in the company of these men, all of whom had lost so much. He glanced at Jeremiah. Phillip had voiced concern about the young man’s mental state, and judging by the guy’s perpetual haunted look, Phillip might be right to be worried.

      Everyone here—well, everyone but Lars—had braved incredible danger. Some, like Simon and his crew, had lost homes and livelihoods. But Jeremiah had lost his father. What would that feel like to know your dad had been killed for the secret right here on this table?

      Lars touched his copy of the Scriptures. These weren’t the originals, of course. Those were too ancient and fragile, and Professor Reuel had those stowed in a safe hiding place. But this big volume represented the long-held dream of Professor Reuel and countless other Seekers. They’d been purchased not only with the life of Jeremiah’s father but also with the lives of untold others over the years.

      How unreal! But here it was, the True Text of legend. Now, nearly everyone in the Republic had access to a copy, thanks to Professor Reuel’s gutsy ploy. He’d distributed so many, the Order could never again suppress knowledge of the True Text. What an unbelievable victory, one they’d not have dared dream of a year ago. But none of the men at this table were celebrating.

      Wait. Father Curtis was speaking to him. Lars snapped back to awareness. “Sorry. I was daydreaming. What’d you say?”

      “Where’s your brother going? He didn’t even say goodbye.”

      Just beyond the farmhouse and past the gravel lane, Leif plodded down the dusty road and away from the farm. “Yeah, he came ’cause of the kids. I hadn’t seen him in weeks, and he barely said two words to me.” Some thanks. And me being the one who tracked him down, let him know his kids were here.

      And a trick that was too, Leif having disappeared with no word of where he was living now. But it had been a safe bet he’d show up at the tavern.

      A deep crease formed between Father Curtis’s bushy black eyebrows. “Is he mad at us? I was hoping to catch up with him.”

      “Sad, I think.”

      “Well, then the worst thing he can do is isolate himself.” Father Curtis cupped hands to mouth and shouted, “Leif. Come back.” When Leif continued, head down and shoulders hunched, balled fists stuffed in jacket pockets, Father Curtis let out a frustrated grunt. “Next time, don’t let him get away. I can’t stand to see him like this.”

      Curtis then turned back to Professor Reuel, rejoining the conversation where he’d left off. “I hear what you’re saying, but Lars is right. More is going on than we understand. I refuse to believe all we’ve been through is without any point. We have to be missing something.”

      Professor Reuel waffled his white head from side to side. “I grant it seems Creator God has been working a great purpose through you young men. He has guided you through trials, protected and provided for you with miracles of the kind not seen for millennia. But neither can I argue with the documentary evidence.”

      He let out a slow breath, his words diminishing to a whisper. “We have already missed the coming of the promised Deliverer. What this means for us now, I cannot guess.”

      A tumult went around the table, joined by a crescendo of flapping wings as a dozen birds fled the leafless treetops. Jeremiah withdrew further into himself, but more worrisome was the dark look on Phillip’s face.

      Phillip shook a fist. “Is for this?” He rapped a meaty fingertip on his copy of the True Text. “My parents are murdered? With this, we were to bring down Order. For this, I live my life—so now is all big lie? Worthless? No. This cannot be.”

      As the heat of his words grew, those seated nearest him sidled away.

      Where had Phillip’s kind demeanor gone? He never showed any sign of anger. Not even irritation. But now, the unspoken threat radiating from the man’s compact, powerful form sent a shiver down Lars’s spine. He’d never want to give the guy reason to feel that way about him.

      Thaddeus added his voice to Phillip’s, punctuating each word with the flat of his palm slapped upon the tabletop, rattling the weathered board slats. “I do not lose family, lose my Esmer, for false thing.” He lowered closed eyes, head shaking. “Mistake, there must be.”

      All this time, Jeremiah had been rocking in place, whispering to himself. Now, he shouted something in his native tongue, spittle flying with his garbled words.

      Everyone around the table faced him, his anguished gaze landing more of a gut punch than Phillip’s controlled rage. “You say Hilkiah, my father, sacrifices himself for lie? I say no! Prophecies are clear—promised Deliverer will come as conquering king, will rule world in righteousness and peace.” He shoved Reuel’s stack of books, toppling them. “This false Mashiach is imposter, is no kingship, is no ruler of world. Just dead liar.”

      Father Curtis stood and leaned over the table, head down, as if bracing against a gale, not the light winter breeze now sending a new shiver down Lars’s spine. “Let’s slow down. If we’re to figure this out, we must inventory what we do and don’t know. Since there’s so much we don’t know, let’s start with what we do.”

      Lars raised his hand. “We know we experienced genuine miracles. We know God is doing something. Something big.”

      Professor Reuel rubbed a hand over his eyes and grimaced. “But keep in mind, we also know the promised Deliverer, the Messiah, was to be our salvation. The one way corrupted beings like ourselves could ever be reconciled with Him. And now we know the Messiah already came and failed. What hope, now, is there for creation, for mankind? For any of us.” His voice cracked. “What is the point of going on?”

      “Hold one.” Next to Lars, Captain Simon spoke over the growing babble. “There are more immediate problems.”

      Besides Lars, no one seemed to have heard him.

      No, Thaddeus must have, because he now raised his voice. “Have for days been round and round with talk, talk, talk. All circles and get nowhere. Not here for talk of this. Reason is danger coming. This thing, we must deal with now. We talk circles later, when time.”

      “Danger?” There’d been nothing said of this before. “What danger?”

      A withered leaf drifted by. Captain Simon brushed it away when it landed on him. Then he scooted his stubby form closer to the table. “Phillip, Thaddeus, and a couple of my boys went downriver to meet an old pal of Phillip’s. They brought back news. Want to tell ’em Thad, or should I?”

      When Thaddeus nodded for Simon to continue, he pressed knuckled fists to the rough plank tabletop, bracing on them, looking so much like the bristle-haired badger who lived down by the creek, Lars had to stifle a chuckle. “The Sons of Freedom have been keeping the Order boys plenty busy, but things are getting real quiet, real fast. Weren’t many Sons to begin with, and it’s just a mop-up operation now. Point is—well, two points, I guess. The first being they’ll be lookin’ for us soon. If not for the uprising, they would’ve already. Second is they’ve pretty well convinced everybody we instigated the bombings and the murder and the mayhem. Now, every man jack in every saloon from here to Great River is ready to string us up.”

      Lars’s chest tightened, pushing out a gasp. “Us? They think we did that?”

      “The common people believe so,” Professor Reuel said. “The Order knows better, but it’s a convenient way to turn the country against us and discredit the Scriptures.”

      Captain Simon gestured the others to silence. “Bad as that is, it’s not the point. No matter what the yokels believe or don’t, the Order is hunting us, and it won’t take ’em long to look here. We best be long gone ’fore they come.”

      Father Curtis cleared his throat, mouth puckered like he’d swallowed something sour. “But where can we hide? It’s more than a matter of space—we’re a lot of mouths to feed. Professor, can any of your safe houses handle this crowd?”

      Professor Reuel closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Even in the best of times, it would have been difficult. Now, with our organization routed and, worse, possibly infiltrated? I’ve precious few resources to call upon.”

      Something tickled the back of Lars’s mind, and he chased after that errant thought. Yes! He had it. He slapped the table as if pinning the fleeing idea beneath his palm. “Junior’s place!”

      Professor Reuel arched one bushy white brow. “Excuse me, my boy? Did you have something to add?”

      “Yes. Maybe.” Lars’s heart thudded. He squirmed. He hadn’t intended to make such a scene, and now all these men were staring at him. “Somewhere we might go. A good hiding place, big enough for all of us.”

      “Oh? Where?”

      “Junior’s compound, a house and several outbuildings tucked into the hills and off the road. Way outside of town. Unless you knew it was there, you’d never find it.”

      Captain Simon sat up straighter. “How big is this house? Can you sketch the lay of the land?”

      Lars’s cheeks heated, and he studied his toes. “I’ve never seen it. But it should do.”

      “So, who owns these digs? This hunky with them? Is it vacant? Can we trust ’em not to turn us in?”

      “Whoa, there.” Lars backed up on the bench, hands up. Why were they putting this on him? “I only heard of the place from Leif. Best I can do is take you to the owner. You all can decide the rest for yourselves.”

      Then he winced. Why’d he jump into the middle of this? After the last time he’d volunteered to help, it took the women in the company over a week to forgive the transportation he’d found them. Or the hog manure their shoes had collected, riding in the back of that stock trailer. And nobody seemed too thrilled with the living conditions, even now.

      He slid down further in his seat as if he could hide.

      As he did, another sharp pain joined the figurative one in his neck. This one a sliver in his behind, the third he’d gathered this week sitting at this table.

      Would he never learn?
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      Could there be any worse feeling in the world?

      The limousine glided away. The afternoon sun glinted off well-polished chrome, and the tires booted a cloud of alkaline dust into Leif’s face. Then it left the lane and disappeared down the highway, taking all he held dear with it.

      He kicked loose gravel, then kicked harder, swearing as he stubbed his toe. He turned toward the house, but stopped short. Mom was standing right behind him. An irrational stab of anger morphed into shame. She’d been there the whole time, watching his tantrum.

      She touched his forearm. “It’s hard, isn’t it?”

      Leif clamped his teeth. “Yep.”

      “Come on inside. Let’s find you something to eat.”

      “Got stuff to do.”

      “Stay awhile. You don’t look healthy.”

      He shouldered his pack and walked down the lane, his footsteps paralleling the limo’s tracks. Only for the sake of seeing the kids had he borne the weekend. He wasn’t welcome here, and the last thing he intended to do was force himself on anyone.

      Mom caught up and clutched an elbow. “Stay. Please.”

      “Dad doesn’t want me around. Obviously. He blames me.”

      “Not true.”

      Leif snorted. Whenever he was in the room with Dad, the man spoke not a word to him. Didn’t need to. The icy silence spoke volumes.

      Dad did blame him.

      Lars and Father Curtis sat at the picnic table, talking to Professor Reuel and a group of others, men from the ship’s crew. How comfortable they were with each other. Their mutual love and respect, their comradeship, evident even at a distance. He pointed at them. “And they couldn’t care less if I was here. Hardly speak a word to me, either.”

      “If you weren’t so bristly, people’d be less afraid to approach you.”

      Leif turned his back and began walking. “Everyone’ll be glad to see me go. Everybody but you.”

      The limousine slipped away, speeding ever farther down the hill. What a bunch of crap, Diana riding like an empress in a shiny car, complete with chauffeur, the same muscled-up ape who’d grabbed Leif—what, only weeks ago? Watching that guy driving his kids around burned his stomach. But what could he do? If he made a stink, she might never bring them back.

      Not that there’d been any such discussion. Or any discussion at all, through that thick window she’d refused to lower.

      Still, seeing her so pretty in the big car and thinking of her going back to that jerk of a foreigner hurt him somewhere deep inside. In a way that didn’t bear close examination.

      He forced down those feelings, incinerating them in a fresh wave of rage. The nerve of her sitting there, all cold and aloof, while the driver ushered the kids around. Like she was too good to acknowledge Leif existed. After all their years together. Who could do such a thing, be so cold? For sure, he’d never have guessed she would.

      He mumbled, “I guess I never knew her at all.”

      He trudged toward Northwoods, walking the back roads with downcast eyes, ignoring his surroundings as the gloom overshadowed all else. He rarely bothered to resist the doomed feeling anymore. How was he supposed to fight it? He’d lost his wife, his high school sweetheart, the only woman he’d ever loved. He’d lost his kids, the most cherished treasures of his heart. He’d lost his business—even lost his parents’ business in the bargain. The Committee had evicted his folks from the family home and forced them to live on Grandpa’s farm, all because of him.

      He’d lost his own house too, not that he’d let Mom know he was homeless. She’d blow a gasket if she knew how he was living.

      For the first weeks, he’d convinced himself it wasn’t his fault, he wasn’t to blame. But the inescapable truth won out. He’d put everyone in jeopardy, and they’d paid for his incompetence.

      How could a man fight all that? The well-deserved guilt of it? Even sleep was no escape. He woke up every night, sweat soaked and shaking from the nightmares, visions of his failures playing in an endless loop.

      He needed a drink.

      He skirted the checkpoints, but then paused, eyeing the distant settlement. Maybe he ought to sneak into town, refresh his whiskey supply?

      But no. It wasn’t worth dealing with people. Everyone on the street was always looking at him, talking about him. Just like yesterday in the tavern. And to think he’d once thought those people were his friends.

      The whispered jokes, the laughter behind his back, the gossip, easily overheard. Perhaps intentionally. Gossip about him—the failure, who deserved what he’d got. Deserved to be punished.

      If it weren’t for the kids, would he even bother going on?

      He strode faster now. He had whiskey in the tent, and the sooner he got that drink, the better.

      Late evening, he arrived at his camp tucked deep amongst the trees. The afternoon’s comparative warmth was gone, the sun now a hazy ball, streaks of light shining through the broken overcast, as it receded behind the naked tree line.

      He hesitated, peeking over the ridge and toward Junior’s empty compound. It’d be nice to have a warm, dry place to sleep. But it served him right to camp in the open.

      Besides, the thought of Kat finding him there terrified him in ways that defied description. If he never saw that girl again, it’d be too soon. How would he ever have the strength to look her in the eye?

      Of all his nightmares, the ones she starred in were the worst. Her words echoed, even in his waking hours. Destroyer. He shook his head, gritted his teeth. “I’m not a destroyer.”

      The whispers answered, coming as they did every night. Laughing.

      Body clenched, he whirled and shook a fist at the accusing tree shadows. “I’m not a destroyer!”

      But he was. He knew it. Dad knew it. Diana knew it.

      She’d made the smart move. Was better off without him.

      He kindled a fire by his improvised lean-to, just a half roof of tarpaulin and branches, but all he deserved. More than he deserved. He stacked stones to create a reflector for the growing flames and dug about in his gear. Where was that last bottle of whiskey? It had to be here, somewhere.

      Surely, he hadn’t drunk it all yet.
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      Lars moved through the lifeless streets, footfalls echoing, the silence so eerie on what should be a busy Monday morning.

      Then came an itch between his shoulder blades, like someone was sneaking up behind, and he whirled. The street remained vacant. Empty.

      This county hadn’t experienced the bombings nor the mass arrests rumored elsewhere in Republic. But the day after the Plumbsburg massacre, things had changed here, too. Troop transports rolled in and took command of the town.

      The checkpoints were still in place, as were the patrols, though they’d lifted the travel restrictions. By the looks of Northwoods, folks weren’t ready to brave going out.

      He ducked into the county administrator’s building. Inside, he let out a pent-up breath.

      Administrator German lowered his newspaper. “Oh, Lars. How nice to see a friendly face. There’s been no one but the soldiers for so many days now. Sit down, sit down. How are your parents?”

      Lars crossed to stand behind the chair opposite German. “I’m wondering if you can help me find someone. Leif mentioned a woman who is steward of Burr Oaks?”

      “You’re looking for Kat?” German frowned over his spectacles and crinkled the paper closed, setting it aside. “What kind of mischief has Leif put you up to now?”

      “What? No, it’s not Leif, and there’s no mischief. I just wanted to talk to her. I, um, I have something of hers.”

      German held out his palm. “I’ll be happy to give it to her when she brings her quarterly reports.” When Lars didn’t move, German snapped his fingers. “Come now. Hand it over.”

      “Well, you see, it’s not so much a thing as it is, well, a message.”

      Head cocked to one side, German scowled. “Don’t we know each other better than this? Need you lie to me?” He leaned back in his chair, stubby hands folded over tweed vest. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with those people hiding on your grandfather’s farm, would it?”

      Lars gripped the back of the chair, the rush of blood draining from his head and leaving him wobbly. “The . . . the what?”

      “Dispense with the subterfuge. If dozens of strange people can take up camp in my county without my knowledge, it’s time for me to retire.” German snorted and waved a hand. “Relax. You don’t think I’d turn them over, do you? If so, the soldiers would’ve had them weeks ago. Now what’s this about?”

      Willing tense shoulders to relax, Lars exhaled. “They’re good folks, German. And they need a place to stay.”

      “Mmm. A place where they might avoid the attention of the authorities, I assume?”

      “Yeah, but . . .” Lars nodded to the surroundings. “You are the authorities.”

      “Authorities who haul people away, never to be seen again. Those authorities. So what does this have to do with Kat?”

      “Junior’s place. Would it work?”

      German narrowed his eyes. “Just who are these people you’re hiding?”

      Lars swallowed a dry lump. German was a good man, but this wasn’t his secret to tell.

      The back door banged, and a man entered, unwrapping a scarf from his head.

      “It’s me he’s hiding, German.” Father Curtis threw back the last folds of fabric. “I’m sorry to put you in such a spot, my friend, but innocent people who once helped me now need your help. Will you?”
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      Three stone-faced Order guards sat, one across from Maripol, the other two squeezed shoulder to shoulder with him, more than filling the bench on this side of the sleeping compartment. Thus, they’d ridden since they collected him for an abrupt and unscheduled departure from Plumbsburg the day prior.

      They’d refused to advise him of their destination and slept in shifts—always two awake, their unblinking gaze locked on him, never allowing him to raise the blackout shade and, most telling, never allowing him to leave the compartment, even for a restroom break, instead offering him a chamber pot. Which told him everything he needed to know.

      This was his final honor guard, though why the Order didn’t poison his drink or infect him with some lethal but pedestrian disease, as was normal in such instances, was a mystery. Perhaps the bishop, or more likely Prosecutor Lind, wanted his passing to be memorably painful.

      And wanted to watch.

      He slumped, head down, eyes slitted, feigning sleep. He could easily take these men. Had studied them long enough to know their weaknesses. Had rehearsed the sequence of moves that would end, mere seconds after he first twitched a muscle, with all three men dead on the floor, necks broken and no chance to raise the alarm.

      He could do it, could walk away to start a new life outside the Order.

      But he wouldn’t.

      He’d made a vow.

      Silently, he recited those long-ago questions, answering the refrain to himself, the same he’d recited daily for all these years. Sometimes more than once a day, when this life left him particularly bereft:

      “Who do we believe in?” The Eternal.

      “Who do we serve?” The Order of the Eternal.

      “Why do we serve?”

      The last he said aloud, startling the guards. “Because order is for the greater good.”

      The monotonous rumble of wheels on broken pavement lowered in timbre. Then the pull of brakes pitched him forward. For the first time in hours, the men surrounding him changed posture. The one to his left stood and pulled bags from the luggage shelf. So this was their destination.

      Would his torture and death be a public humiliation? Or a more protracted, private one in the bowels of the mother temple?

      No, neither would do. Too many knew of the warnings he’d given the bishop, warnings the man ignored. That miscalculation on the Order’s part had led to the bloodbath in Plumbsburg.

      They’d want to disappear him in some out-of-the-way place. A wilderness, perhaps.

      The man to his right raised the shade, and Maripol blinked against a blinding midday sun illuminating open grasslands, a tangle of naked brown trees drawing into the foreground.

      No doubt about it. They’d slated his unmarked grave for the wilderness.

      One guard placed a hand under Maripol’s right armpit, dragging him to his feet.

      He refrained from breaking that hand. There was no point. He’d failed in his mission. Since the beginning, he’d known the price of failure. He’d exacted that price often enough from others, hadn’t he?

      Everyone eventually got their turn.

      They trooped to the exit, the passenger car empty except for their entourage. Yes, his disappearance would be complete and traceless. Some objective, unemotional observer within himself appreciated the professionalism, even now. He gave the guard next to him a smile, which apparently alarmed the man.

      Less than a pace from the exit was the open door of a fast transport. His entourage surrounded him as he stepped from the wagon train and into the car, again with a guard pressing each shoulder. Then the transport sped away, traveling less than half a mile before pulling to the curb in front of a smallish temple of the Eternal.

      Ah, so this was where it was to happen. Northwoods. The home of Father Curtis, Eternal blast him.

      How poetic, to bring him here to die. It was, after all, his failure to capture Curtis—the first in his career—which inexorably led to the disaster in Plumbsburg.

      Not to mention the publication of those blasphemous Scriptures.

      Again, surrounded by the three hulking men, he marched up the sidewalk, a cacophony of bootfalls echoing from the stone facade.

      Inside the wooden doors, Prosecutor Lind waited, arms spread and a smile wide on his sharp, withered face. “Maripol. How good to see you. Let us sit for a moment before I introduce you to the man you are here to meet.”

      Though Lind’s presence came as no surprise, Maripol failed to stop the sudden loosening of his bowels. Still, he nodded as if invited to tea with an old friend and lowered himself to the indicated upholstered chair, Lind taking the opposite.

      The guards exited the room, closing the entryway doors behind themselves, leaving him alone with Lind.

      The prosecutor leaned forward and lowered his voice as if to avoid being overheard. “The bishop handpicked you for this mission. You, among all his advisors, were the only one with the wisdom to understand the circumstances in Plumbsburg. Pity that advice wasn’t heeded.”

      Lind shook his head and tsked, though he was chief among those who refused to heed Maripol’s counsel.

      Maripol blinked at the unexpected tone, the turn of conversation. Mission? What was Lind talking about? Was this some cruel joke? Was he to be led to his “new offices,” to find waiting there the instruments of his coming torture?

      But he remained silent. Discretion was a virtue, most especially among the virtueless.

      Lind raised a brow. “He expects you to bring the same insight to this operation.”

      Maripol cleared his throat. Again, a mention of a mission, but nothing hinting at what it might be. “And the operation?” Was that an ironic choice of words? They use scalpels in the course of an “operation,” do they not? Among other assorted sharp instruments?

      Lind’s lips twitched, as if he’d heard Maripol’s thoughts. But of course, he couldn’t.

      Could he?

      The prosecutor continued. “The rebel faction has concentrated its forces here. You will root them out and bring them to me.”

      A new mission. Rebels. Maripol brought his racing mind to heel, adjusting to this unexpected reality. “The Sons of Freedom?”

      Lind made a throwing motion with one bony hand. “Not those rabble-rousers. The Seekers. We have evidence they are here, in force, and engaged in some new heresy.”

      “Right.” Maripol jerked a nod. “You have the dossier? What forces are at my disposal?”

      Lind stood. “Your staff will brief you. Right now, I wish you to meet Karl, your co-commander in this effort.”

      At Maripol’s dubious frown, Lind jerked a frail shoulder in semblance of a shrug. “Yes, this is not conventional, but neither is this a normal circumstance. Karl will be invaluable to you. He is of an . . . esoteric branch of the Order. He tracked the Seekers here. Without his, um, special talents, it is our belief you’ll be unable to move against them.”

      Lind gestured toward the sanctum, then led Maripol through the tall, paneled wooden doors and into the bright white light of the main worship hall.

      Inside, guards again surrounded Maripol, and Lind said, “I have assigned you a security detail. They work for you, but will not obey any order you may give them to, ah, not protect you.” A humorless smile. Then Lind beckoned one of the robed attendants. “Tell Karl we are coming down.”

      The man bowed. “Sir, he is working and must not be disturbed. I will advise him you are ready.” With another bow, the man hastened to a wide stone stair at the sanctuary’s left rear corner.

      Stranger and stranger. What kind of work could this Karl be doing in the basement? Having seen the building plans, Maripol now called them to memory.

      There were no offices down there, only storage rooms, a mechanical room, and a maintenance shop. Why set up there when offices abounded on this level, and with natural light?

      He took one more mental glance at the floor plan before leaning toward another acolyte. “Is there a restroom?”

      The man pointed to the far-right corner, where Maripol already knew he’d find the restroom. And the back stairway.

      He walked at a measured pace until out of sight, then slipped off his boots. In stocking feet, he sprinted to the stairs, descended in a bound, stalked past the storage rooms, and stopped at a corner. He lowered himself to the floor and peered around a stone column and into the open space beyond.

      Distorted shadows danced on the wall opposite, and from those walls echoed voices, chanting in an unfamiliar tongue. From somewhere deep in the furthest shadows, someone or something else answered in a call sibilant and dry, like the hissing of a rattlesnake.

      Like the whispering of hundreds of desiccated corpses, circling round and round through the mazelike tunnels of some vast, unseen catacomb.

      When the acolyte appeared exiting the opposite stairway, silence fell. The last echoes of the hissing alien tongue receded deep into the darkest corners of these stone chambers.

      Someone spoke, the words too low for Maripol to hear. Then a man came into view, stripped to the waist, sweat-covered torso gleaming in the wavering light. He accepted a towel from the acolyte, mopped his face, and walked in Maripol’s direction, toward the main stair.

      Just as Maripol darted away, the passing torchlight offered a glimpse of paint streaking the second man’s chest.

      And a tattoo.

      A circle. No, not a circle, not exactly, but a winged serpent eating its own tail.

      As he ran, he processed the last fleeting image.

      There’d been one other detail, clearly seen during that glimpse.

      That was not paint running down the man’s chest.

      Above the tattoo, among several other partially healed wounds, a fresh dagger cut oozed blood into the serpent’s open mouth.
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      Father Curtis had given German one last shoulder slap before heading for the back door. Lars had begun to follow, but Curtis said, “No. You were likely seen entering, so you must leave the same way. Walk toward home as if nothing were unusual, but take the cutoff by Old Bob’s place. I’ll find you there.”

      So now, Lars searched the roadsides as he passed Old Bob’s place. There was no sign of Father Curtis. He walked on some distance, but still no Curtis. Maybe he missed him?

      A heavy hand clapped his shoulder. He jumped and whirled, fists raised, but Phillip stood before him, beaming, hands upheld in mock surrender.

      Lars lowered his fists and clutched his still-thudding heart. “You scared the dickens out of me.”

      “Is small joke. You turn to fight. Maybe better you run first, next time, before you turn. With distance gives more options, yes?”

      “Where were you? I saw nothing.”

      Instead of answering, Phillip leapt the ditch, clearing the tall grasses, then bounded, legs springing, into the bracken, more elk than man. What a marvel, especially for a guy carrying so much muscle around the arms and shoulders.

      Phillip paused and beckoned. “Come.”

      Lars followed past the ditch and over the railway. To the left, the sawmill remained visible through the bare trees. Ahead lay thick timber. They hogged through the underbrush for fifty yards or so and broke out onto another set of railroad tracks, where Father Curtis, Captain Simon, and Simon’s chief engineer inspected a hulking orange machine, the logo Shuttlewagon stenciled on its side.

      “What’s that?” Lars asked.

      “Is Shuttlewagon, you read, yes?” Philip grinned again and slapped his shoulder.

      Lars punched him on the arm. “My question was, what’s a shuttle wagon?”

      Captain Simon pushed back from fiddling with something in the open engine compartment. “This is what you might call a yard locomotive. They use machines like this to move a few railcars at a time as they’re loaded.” He rubbed his bristly chin. “Wonder if it still runs.”

      Two figures stepped from the tree line and onto the tracks, boots crunching on the rock. The smallest spoke. “Runs fine, if’n a man knew where the keys were.”

      Father Curtis grinned and stepped forward to grab the speaker by one wiry hand. “Old Bob. It’s so good to see you.”

      The old man squinted, then pumped the offered hand. “Is that really you, Father? Figured you was dead or manacled in some dungeon somewheres.”

      Father Curtis’s face got those deep lines again. Those lines that hadn’t been there a year ago. He reached for the other man’s hand. “Young Bob. Good to see you too.” His gaze flitted to Young Bob’s stump and then slid away. “Are you doing okay? Is there anything you need?”

      Old Bob answered. “Nope. Doin’ just fine, but if you were thinkin’ of usin’ this here tug out on the main line, you’ll have to wait a bit. Rail’s plugged both ways out of town.”

      Simon stepped into the circle. “Plugged? Plugged how?”

      Old Bob stuck a thumb over his shoulder, pointing northward. “Yonder, ’bout fifteen miles out, got a derailment.” He nodded toward the south. “Down there, just round that bend, got an engine and fifty cars locked up dead.”

      Brows scrunched, Simon leaned out over the tracks and squinted northward. “Sabotage? I didn’t think the Sons had attacked this far out of the cities.”

      The old man puckered his lips, making his mouth look like a raisin. “Oh, was sabotage for sure, but don’t think it has anything to do with the Sons. Folks hereabouts wouldn’t stand for rabble like that movin’ in. Musta had something to do with the clear-cut loggin’ they was doin’ up Burr Oak way.”

      Eyes narrowing, Father Curtis crossed his arms. “What makes you think that?”

      Old Bob worked a wad of chew between his cheek and gums. “Don’t think nothin’. Know.” A canny smile quirked his tobacco-stained lips. “One day, those city boys come in here and took over the loggin’, same day all them soldiers started crawlin’ around the country. Next mornin’, they fired up those big diesel loaders, and every one of them engines blew in real short order. Shut the whole operation down cold. ’Bout the same time, a train haulin’ logs was leavin’ the Burr Oak siding and poof—off fall the wheels of that locomotive. Derailed the en-tire lot. Gonna take a bit to clean that one up.”

      With a whistle, Captain Simon peered southward. “So the same thing happened to the other train?”

      Old Bob’s gums split in a beatific, toothless smile. “Oh. No, sir. That there train plumb ran off the tracks.”

      “What? How?”

      He hooked a thumb in one overalls suspender. “See, there’s an abandoned sidin’ down there. The rail’s been mostly scavenged after the first few dozen feet or so, but the switch is still there. Seems somebody accidentally bumped that there switch.”

      Simon pulled his earlobe. “But the engineer should’ve seen it was set for the wrong line—the placard would have warned him.”

      “Thought that myself. Matter of fact, went to look at it. Guess some careless fellow unbolted that placard and put it back on, wrong way ’round. The engineer never got that warnin’. First he knew, he was off-roadin’ it with that train, so to speak.”

      Father Curtis said, “Any idea who might have been behind all these, um, unfortunate accidents?”

      The old man tipped his face to the sky with an innocent little smile, saying nothing.

      “Old Bob.” Father Curtis tsked. “You didn’t.”

      Head snapping toward Curtis, Old Bob lost his smile. “Oh, me, Father? Eternal, no, not me—nor Young Bob neither. We’d never get up to such mischief. Surely you knows that.”

      Father Curtis let out a short sigh. “I’d hope not. Whoever did this is risking severe reprisal.”

      “So who could have been behind it?” Captain Simon asked.

      Shrugging, Old Bob rocked his head side to side.

      Father Curtis uncrossed his arms and stepped closer. “Do you know?”

      “Know? How would I?”

      “But you have a guess.”

      Old Bob’s eyes stayed big, all innocent like, but now his smile was back. A cat-eating-a-canary kind of smile. “If I were to guess, might be accusing an innocent man. Good fella’d never do that, Father. Would he?”

      Hands on hips, Captain Simon frowned north and again south. “We’ve got to move some . . . cargo up this line—and now, not days from now.”

      Old Bob shook his head. “Last word was, this mess won’t be sorted for months.”

      Captain Simon ran his fingers over his gray-stubbled scalp. “Other than these two obstacles, are there any others for, say, twenty miles or so either direction?”

      “Not that I’ve heard of, but two’s enough. Ain’t no train getting through like this.”

      “Maybe not a train.” Simon kicked the Shuttlewagon’s rubber tires. “But this machine can drive around the blocked sections, then jump back on the rail.”

      “Yup, but it can’t pull a railcar around. Them needs the rails. Lest everything you’re hauling will fit on that there Shuttlewagon, can’t see how it does you any good.”

      Simon jerked a thumb at Philip. “You said the river’s patrolled? So that’s out. Too many checkpoints on the roads. This is our best—our only—option. Let’s take a peek and see if I can hot-wire it.” He grabbed the handgrips, climbed onto the steel platform, then headed toward the control cab.

      “Why you need to hot-wire it?” Old Bob rocked back on his heels.

      “You said we’d have to find the keys. No time for that.”

      “Nope. I said you’d have to find the man who had ’em.” He reached into his overalls’ bib pocket and held out a key chain, dangling it from one finger. “Guess you found him.”
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      With the midday sun hot on the back of his neck, Lars stripped off his jacket and stuffed it into his daypack.

      Walking was easy enough, following the rails from Northwoods toward Burr Oak, once he’d gotten used to the striding rhythm needed to place each foot on a wooden tie and not stumble in the rough rock ballast.

      The last of the dew frost melted from the fields, and the rising heat brought the sharp, musky scent of creosote, the ties now warmed by that same sun. But the raised railbed was firm and dry, though water and black mud pooled in the ditches. Imagine slogging through that.

      They rounded a bend, and Lars gasped, stopping in his tracks, the man behind bumping into him. Straight ahead, a jumble of railcars and scattered logs stretched into the far distance as if tossed about by a giant.

      As the wagon-train accident last fall shuddered through his mind anew, his stomach lurched, and his ears rang. He bit back the yip of a sob.

      Where had that rush of grief come from? In the past few months, other such moments caught him unawares. But a guy never got used to it.

      A firm hand gripped the back of his neck. Phillip had come alongside him and now stood eye to eye, offering unspoken comfort. Phillip knew. He’d been there too. All that blood, the bodies. The pain.

      The ones they’d been unable to save.

      Lars shook himself, then blew a breath. Yep, he was okay.

      Captain Simon and Father Curtis had continued ahead, so Lars skipped to catch up. The company detoured wide of the derailment, forced to wade through the boggy grasses in the right-of-way. The cars had ridden off the rails, slewing onto their sides in a zigzagging line of twisted metal, logs spilling down the embankment and into adjacent fields like gourds from a harvest cornucopia.

      Captain Simon whistled. “Old Bob wasn’t kidding. This mess’ll be more than a bit of work.”

      Just past the first overturned cars, there ran a gravel road. Lars pulled the hand-sketched map from his inner pocket and consulted it. “This is our turn, I think.”

      Half a mile down the rutted gravel trail, the steep hillside on their left dove to join a level plain, which disappeared into a distant tree line maybe a mile away. Past the trees, an abrupt row of hills climbed to match those on this side of the valley, forming a double line of bluffs running out of sight in both directions. “That’s the river.” He nodded to their left, northward. “And that’s where we’re heading.”

      They skirted the hill. Following a game trail, the path rose toward a collection of buildings tucked into the hillside and surrounded by a thick grove, barely visible even from their location.

      Captain Simon shaded his eyes. “This is a fair hiding place at that, lad. Does the lady Kat reside far from here?”

      Lars pivoted north. “Couple miles straight that way.”

      “Let’s inspect the layout here, then go meet our new landlord.”

      Father Curtis made a habitual sign of the Eternal. “God willing.”

      Lars chuckled. “You’ve got to get your hands and your head on the same theological page.”

      Father Curtis frowned at his hands until realization apparently dawned. “Old habits die hard, I guess.”

      The metal building, massive enough to hold many times their number, might’ve been new. Smaller sagging outbuildings surrounded the house upon which rested so much of the plan. They found the back door latched, but not locked.

      From the exterior, the house looked like a dump, but the interior must’ve been recently remodeled, and not inexpensively. Fresh wood floors glowed in sunlight streaming through the clear glass of new windows. The modern kitchen offered acres of butcher-block countertops, an island, and a shiny new wood-burning range too clean to have ever seen a fire.

      Next to the oversized stainless steel sink was a pitcher-pump, and Lars cycled the handle. Clear water flowed on the second stroke.

      Captain Simon rasped his bristly jaw. “Must have a cistern feeding that. Probably not potable. You see a wellhead anywhere out there?”

      “Yep. Right here.” Father Curtis pointed toward the backyard, where raised grow beds stood like soldiers in neat rows, dead brown tangles of last year’s weeds choking what had once been lovingly tended gardens. Amidst them stood a cast-iron hand pump.

      Lars ran outside and rounded the house to the pump. He cycled the long handle. Within seconds, water flowed from the flared iron spout in a crystal, surging stream. He lowered his mouth and took a deep draught. Cold and sweet, with a slight mineral flavor. Delicious. He stood and gave a thumbs-up to the faces framed in the kitchen window.

      When he returned, the group wasn’t in sight, so he followed the sound of boots clomping on the wooden floorboards overhead. Upstairs, Father Curtis was turning a circle on the landing. “Not enough space for the families, just the two small bedrooms here, but the big building out there is suitably large. I can’t think of a single thing we’d need that this place doesn’t offer. Agreed?”

      Captain Simon nodded. “Let’s go meet our prospective landlady. Everybody, get your charm on, if ya got any.”
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      From the ridgeline, Leif watched the men approach Junior’s place. Lars was easily recognizable, and as they grew nearer, his companions shaped into Captain Simon, whom Leif only knew by introduction, along with Phillip and Father Curtis.

      Leif twitched at the urge to stand, make himself known, and go to them. To join the friendly conversation. But something deep inside quelled that thought.

      He’d not be wanted, wouldn’t be welcome. His appearance would shatter the happy conversation to a stiff silence. Or fake cheer.

      So he remained, lying on his belly, pulling in more leaves to insulate himself from the cold wet of the black forest mud. In the same belly-wriggling movement, he edged further under cover. Further from the people he now watched.

      The men finished their inspection and headed north toward Kat’s ranch. Easy to guess why.

      Now what? Should he stay here with the group taking up residence in Junior’s old place?

      Or ought he leave? Set up a new camp further away?

      Putting distance between himself and Junior’s meant moving closer to the logger’s base camp, dangerous at best. Or even worse, Kat’s stomping grounds. Unthinkable.

      But equally unthinkable would be to stay. He’d be discovered, pressured to socialize with his friends, maybe even to live with them.

      He stood and dusted his knees. Maybe he’d get lucky. Maybe the loggers wouldn’t return, now or ever, after what happened to their equipment.

      He stuffed his clothing into the torn backpack, then unstrapped the tarp from atop the lean-to and laid it on the ground. He piled his meager belongings in its center and tied the four corners to a pole.

      With that balanced on his shoulder, so much like the legendary hobos of the distant past, he strode downslope, every step carrying him further into the waiting, shadowed stillness of the deep woods.
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      During the walk to Kat’s ranch, something strange began to appear.

      As they’d climbed up and down the steep, wooded hillocks, making their way northward, they entered an area showing clear signs of recent logging. But that wasn’t the strange thing.

      In the clearings created by that logging were new seedlings. Not that such would have been out of place in a forest, but these had been tended, possibly even transplanted here. Each was tied to a slender wooden stake, and each was surrounded by a patch of disturbed earth, with a generous layer of mulch around the base.

      From the start, Leif made it clear he intended to replant the logged areas, but that project hadn’t yet begun when Nicollo, backed by the Order, seized the operation.

      No way Nicollo was expending manpower to plant them, so who was?

      They came to a rise so steep they resorted to using the tree trunks to pull themselves up. They topped the ridgeline.

      Kat’s ranch spread out before them, occupying a cozy hollow ringed by hills. Fresh barn paint gleamed red in the midday sun, and a two-story white farmhouse stood at the valley’s northern end, butted up to a dead-end gravel road. Neat split-rail fences marked out several pastures, beyond which the afternoon sunlight glinted from the blue water of a sand quarry.

      They followed a winding trail down the hillside, while two farmyard dogs bared their teeth and barked, legs locked as if to spring. A young woman appeared from an outbuilding, hushed them, then strode toward the group, a sledgehammer across her shoulders.

      She pulled up twenty yards away. “You can stop right there. What’re you doing here?”

      They stopped.

      Then Father Curtis braved one small step forward. “Kat, you might not remember me, but I remember you. I’m Father Curtis.”

      She gave a sharp nod. “I recognize you, and I recognize the family resemblance in this one too.” She glared at Lars. “No undue disrespect, Father, but given the company you’re keeping, I’ll ask you kindly to vacate my property.”

      When no one stirred, she let the sledge thud onto the turf. “I mean it. Pronto.”

      Father Curtis held up a placating hand. “Kat, if I may. We ask only for a moment of your time. For charity’s sake.”

      “Don’t know her, don’t care to. Last time a man like that one there”—she scowled at Lars again—“gave me his slick talk and empty promises, it was nearly the end of this ranch. Might still be, so if you don’t mind, vamoose. I have work to do.”

      The men stood stock-still, mouths agape.

      Lars stepped up beside Father Curtis. “Miss Kat, I’m real sorry for whatever happened between you and my brother, but please believe me when I say he meant no harm. Can we just talk for a second?”

      Kat spun on the ball of one foot, marched toward the farmhouse, and called over her shoulder. “I’m gettin’ my shotgun. If you’re still here when I get back, I’ll start using it.”

      Captain Simon jogged to catch up. “Miss, please. There’s innocent families, homeless and hunted. All they ask is a place to hole up. In return, you’ll have a fine crew of free laborers, happy to tackle anything that needs doing around here. Please.”

      Kat pivoted. “Free labor? They know how to fix a fence? Roof a hog barn?”

      “These men have served with me for years. They’re highly skilled.”

      Head cocked, she studied Captain Simon. “I’m tempted.” She then twitched a finger toward Lars. “If I was smart, I wouldn’t be.”

      Lars held up both hands, palms out. “Miss, I promise I’d never bring you harm, but if I make you nervous, I’ll take my leave. I was just helping my friends find you. That’s all.” He started back up the road.

      “Is that something everybody in your family learns to do?”

      He turned back. “What?”

      “Look so darn innocent and pathetic that even when a girl knows she should be shut of you, she doesn’t have the heart.”

      Lars shrugged. What could he say?

      “Guess it won’t matter if you go or stay. I’ll regret this either way.”
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      “Is the weather in this Eternal-forsaken place always so miserable?”

      The new attaché stomped, rubbed his hands together, and flipped his collar up against the cold grayness, the once cheerful morning sun now lost to yet another looming storm front.

      Maripol held back a scoff. Once, any man of the Eye would gladly have lost a limb before they’d be caught whining. This younger lot wasn’t made of the same stuff.

      Why, if rumors were true, Academy training had gotten so soft in these last decadent days that recruits no longer suffered any peril of death. Even during the trials.

      How could the Order expect to turn out competent men with training that never challenged the recruits to grow, much less weeded out the weaklings?

      His own class, for example, had graduated with a mortality rate of over 10 percent. To wear the tattoo had meant something in those days.

      Though the weak little man had a point. They’d been waiting for half an hour now, exposed to these buffeting winds and with those rolling gray clouds promising worse to come.

      Yet here they remained, alone on this street corner beyond Northwoods’ business district, three blocks distant from the town square.

      And still no sign of Karl.

      For days, Maripol awaited the results Karl promised. The information to ensure the ultimate reward—the capture of Curtis and his strange cult. Allowing Maripol to redeem his career and his reputation.

      To complete that satisfying task of justice being done.

      Because Reuel had been half right, in that hotel-room tête-à-tête so many long months ago. There was a personal element in this pursuit.

      Not, however, in the way Reuel might believe.

      A sleek fast transport pulled up. An Order guard stepped out, opened the rear door. Karl unfolded himself from the passenger compartment. Then followed another, smaller occupant.

      A little girl or perhaps an old lady. One second, she appeared to be the one, the next, the other. Her face had that monkey-like aspect sometimes peculiar to the very young and very old, skin pulled tight over too-sharp bones.

      But those eyes. As though blind, they remained locked straight ahead, milky orbs focusing on nothing. Yet, she didn’t move as the blind, but as if guided by sight, walking a slow unhesitant march toward Maripol, unaided by Karl, who trailed in her wake.

      Then those unseeing eyes locked on Maripol, and a shiver tingled down his spine. It wasn’t as though she could see him, in any natural sense. More like he’d been seen through. Disassembled. Examined.

      No, that had to be his own overheated imagination, the unexplained events of the past six months—had it only been half a year?—getting the better of him.

      As she drew near, a self-satisfied half smile hinted at secret knowledge. Another shiver ran down his spine. Perhaps this kindled his already long-smoldering irritation, but Maripol, not waiting for introductions, said, “Karl. I trust you bring me actionable intelligence, finally? My team has been ready and waiting for far too long. Waiting for you.”

      Coming abreast of Maripol, his carriage supercilious as always, Karl sniffed. “As I have told you, unusual circumstances are at play. There are, I sense, forces interfering with the normal order of things. The aether is disturbed, and my trusted messengers become unreliable. Missives miscarry as they cross the veil.”

      He gazed into the far distance and muttered, “The like of which I’ve experienced nowhere before.”

      And then he straightened. “Which is why I’ve called upon another.” He waved an open hand toward the monkey girl. “One whose method of communicating with the others is unlike my own.”

      Maripol waited, one eyebrow raised. When nothing more was offered, he bowed to the girl, shed one of his black leather gloves, and extended the hand in her direction. “I am Maripol. And you are?”

      The girl stood unmoving, still wearing that secret smile as if enjoying some private joke.

      Karl tsked. “No names. Names have power in the realms she walks. And she prefers not to be touched.”

      “Ah.” Maripol withdrew his hand. “So, the answers you promised will be forthcoming . . . when?”

      The girl left the sidewalk to circle the vacant lot, hands held high, reaching, fingers grasping as if harvesting invisible ribbons.

      With a dark glance in Karl’s direction, Maripol opened his mouth to ask the obvious question.

      A finger to his lips, Karl shushed him, then whispered, “This is amazing, and you are so fortunate, privileged in fact, to have such an opportunity to watch her work. What a rare treat.”

      The girl weaved a path through the open grass, first this way, then that, stopping a few paces from a circular masonry structure measuring a dozen feet across, the sole occupant of the two-acre park. An age-streaked pergola, planted there with no floor or foundation, as if sliced from atop some ancient monumental building and dropped here. Arched open windows lined the circumference, and copper sheeted the domed roof, the deep verdigris witness to the passage of what had to be centuries.

      Crammed inside its walls were a small table and mismatched chairs, someone’s pauperized attempt at civic pride.

      The girl emitted a wavering, high-pitched moan, and Karl crooked a finger Maripol’s way, another still pressed to his lips to indicate silence.

      They hurried to the girl’s side, and that moan shifted into words, monotone and rushed, flowing like a stream, the words and sometimes even the syllables mashed together.

      The attaché held his tablet toward the girl, red recording light flashing. Good. A whiner perhaps, but not altogether useless.

      Of course, Maripol’s had been in his pocket since they’d arrived, also locked in the Record mode. This wasn’t the first time agents from cooperating departments left him holding the bag. He’d not be patsy for Karl’s incompetence.

      Not again.

      The girl rambled on, most of it nonsense words, the kind you’d expect from a sideshow psychic. But Karl gazed on, mouth agape, eyes alight, fists tensed before his chest as if unable to stand the excitement.

      Then, as suddenly as it had started, the garbled flow ceased, and the girl, who had thrown her head back toward the sky, jerked forward. She swayed, caught herself, and placed one splayed hand over her chest, fingers so long and slender as to be disturbing, somehow inhuman.

      There, she remained, frozen in place as she slowed those ragged breaths.

      Those unseeing eyes again locked upon Maripol, her head a few degrees askew. Between gasps, she spoke in a singsonging child’s voice. “They don’t like you, the Eternal’s faithful messengers. I had to bargain mightily to persuade them to relay any information.”

      Then she faced Karl, again certain where to find him with those fixed, unfocused eyes. “And you were not exaggerating. There is great turmoil in the unseen realms. It is no wonder you’ve been unable to make contact. All is chaos and angry raging amongst the Others, and they are even less friendly than usual.”

      “Exactly as I said.” Karl nodded, then gave an affronted sniff in Maripol’s direction.

      Charlatan. Closing his eyes, Maripol took a long breath and blew it through pursed lips as he relaxed black-gloved hands, which had, of their own accord, begun to curl, itching. “You speak of information gained, but as of yet, you’ve divulged none. Must I file a request with your office? Where are the fugitives?”

      “Ah,” the girl responded. “I begin to see why the spirits dislike you so. And no, you need not file anything. Knowledge is free to all who desire, though I sense you hunger only for those datum meeting your present and immediate need, discarding all others, even should they be things of deep wisdom.”

      He adopted a still, waiting pose. Opponents far better than these having failed to bait him, he’d not allow these the satisfaction of a response.

      After her own head-cocked silence, she shrugged bony shoulders. “What you seek lies even where you now stand.”

      Maripol started, narrowed eyes probing the nearby bushes, the wide lawn, for a spot where the fugitives might be hiding, even now. There was nothing, of course.

      A low chuckle rumbled from the girl’s chest, so deep and . . . old . . . it couldn’t have come from that spindly form. That sound rolled on, raising the small hairs on his neck, his arms, a shiver running through him. Then the girl gasped and caught her breath as if it had been snatched away. “That is the message. There is no more.”

      Making a complete turn to be certain he’d missed nothing, Maripol answered, “You’re speaking nonsense. There’s nothing here.”

      “Nevertheless, this is all the answer the spirits offer. What you seek awaits where you even now stand. The spirits never lie, though they will rarely make things easy for one such as you.”

      One such as him? “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The girl gave a death’s-head grin. “They didn’t explain themselves further. Only that they have a particular dislike of you.”

      Her back to him, she strolled toward the transport.

      This would not do. Days waiting, and for nothing? He lunged, hand raised to grab her by the shoulder, spin her to face him. Force her to provide something better. Something he could work with.

      But Karl appeared, one second far behind and out of sight, the next standing in his path. Palm outstretched to stiff-arm him in the chest, he stopped his charge. “If she says that’s all the spirits will offer, that’s all there is. I wouldn’t lay hands upon her, were I you.”

      Maripol batted the offending arm away. “Days we’ve waited, and this is all you give us?”

      “Calm yourself. This is the way of the Others. You have but to examine the message. Meditate upon it. If you are worthy, the understanding you seek shall be granted unto you.”

      One more time, Maripol made the attempt. “The prosecutor placed you here to advance this mission. As of yet, you have only been a drain on resources and have provided no actionable information. There is no more time. Give me something I can use. Now.”

      Head high, gaze flat behind half-closed eyelids, Karl remained unmoved. “You have been given all the spirits have seen fit to impart. There will be no more. You have what is needful to achieve your objectives if you possess the wit to use it.”

      He ducked to slide into the transport’s back seat, where the girl already sat, back rigid and gaze locked straight ahead. “And if you lack the wit? That’s no fault of ours.”

      As the sleek armored transport pulled away, the attaché stepped to Maripol’s side, awaiting orders. “Sir?”

      Maripol scanned the park, then turned a slow circle, studying the buildings lining the surrounding streets, ending with the nearest, a brick building with a red clay tile roof, the only other structure on this block. Quite old, judging by the architecture, the arched windows so like those of the pergola.

      But here, in this open grassy sward, no obvious hiding place revealed itself.

      Yet the crazy girl—or old woman, whatever she was—said the fugitives were here.

      And the prosecutor warned that working with this unorthodox priest would be . . . unusual. That the information provided might sometimes seem strange, but it must be given absolute credence.

      To the attaché, he said, “Okay. Those two say our fugitives are right here, right now. It’s our job to find them.”

      He swung his arm in a wide arc. “Seal off a three-block radius. No. Make that seven. Have the teams begin the search with this”—he stomped a heel deep into the soft sod—“as the locus, moving out from here. I want every building swept, every attic and crawlspace searched, every hollow tree plumbed. If, after that, the fugitives have not been located, start at the beginning and do it again until they are.”

      Maripol retrieved his tablet and checked to be certain it was still recording. It was.

      He clicked it off and dropped it back into the pocket.

      If this mission was, as the last two had been, a bust, at least he’d prove he wasn’t at fault.

      There, he remained, collar raised against the ever-increasing winds, observing his forces move into position, surround buildings, and swarm through doors.

      But that tablet weighed heavily in his pocket. On his mind.

      What odds that, if this mission failed, he’d be given an opportunity to clear his name?

      That he’d live long enough to make any sort of objection at all?
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      Lars tied his last knot and tugged, testing the lashings before stepping back to survey his handiwork. What had once been a boxy orange Shuttlewagon now looked like a luggage pile.

      A very large luggage pile.

      Bags lined every available inch of deck. Uneven piles of boxes covered the catwalks and roof. Bundles were even secured to the front railing, leaving only a circle of windscreen for the driver to peek out.

      Lars leaned over to stretch screaming hamstrings, then back, and worked his shoulders to loosen the muscles there.

      First Mate Jespers appeared around the machine—tugging straps and checking knots. “Looks good. Let’s get the folks loaded.”

      They trekked
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