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INTRODUCTION

 

 

Back again for another three in the Nathan K series? Glad to have you here. And what a great way to kick this one off.

 

Yukon Massacre has some awesome moments that I absolutely loved writing and still think about whenever I’m working on a Nathan K book. The finale, in particular, is one that I use as the bar which I have to exceed in order to consider a Nathan K book any good.

 

The First Battle marked a change in the shape of the series. Initially, I expected to have four or five books similar to Yukon -- small adventures that mostly encapsulated Nathan helping out some people and only pushed the larger storyline a little bit. I should’ve known better. Nathan doesn’t let anybody dictate his life. Even me. So, in this book he takes the initiative with wonderfully explosive results.

 

Then along comes Immortal Darkness. This is the book where I learned just how strong Nathan is in deciding the kinds of stories he would let me write. While I naively tried to sideline him into a one-off tale, he pushed things so that he would learn more about the powers of an Immortal.

 

So much so that the next three books really pushed him forward into dealing with his greater enemies. And as I prepare to write more books beyond that, I’m trying to learn my lesson -- to sit back and listen to Nathan. He knows exactly what he wants.

 

-- June 2020
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CHAPTER ONE

The screech of air brakes followed by a sharp hiss cut into the cold day as the eighteen wheeler parked behind Vic’s Eats ‘n’ Stuff. Nathan K stretched his arms. With a grateful nod at Clarence, the truck driver who had picked him up back in Whitehorse, Nathan said, “Thanks for the ride.”

Clarence put out a meaty hand. “Do yourself a favor and stop hitching rides this late in the winter. It’s too cold up here for that kind of thing.”

“No argument from me. I wouldn’t have been out at all if I didn’t have to be here.”

“Even so. If you got caught out at night without a ride, you’d probably freeze to death. You Americans think you can handle anything, but trust me on this one.”

Nathan grinned but said nothing. He couldn’t tell Clarence the truth — that he had the ability to harbor two souls in his body. The extra soul acted like a spare tire. If he died out in the cold, the second soul would leave his body and his original soul would remain. His body would heal and he could go on from there. As long as Nathan could replenish his second soul, he would be immortal.

Clarence’s head poked forward like a suspicious dog sniffing the air. “Doesn’t look like much. You sure this is the right place?”

Nathan had been wondering the same thing. Vic’s Eats ‘n’ Stuff sat alone with nothing but woods, snow, and mountains in all directions. Parked along the dirty front, Nathan saw a row of Harley’s. Three pickups commanded spaces haphazardly off to the right, and two other eighteen-wheelers had been parked in the back next to Clarence’s rig. The only people who came to a place like this either lived nearby or stopped out of desperation.

Flicking on his cellphone, Nathan checked his messages. Nothing new. He swiped back until he found the last message from his partner, Robin. She lived in California and served as his tech guru.

The old message read: Job waiting in Yukon. Vic’s Eats ‘n’ Stuff on the Alaska Highway.

A second text provided the address and told him to ask Vic for Tamara Gann. That was it. But then, Robin had to know that was all Nathan would need. After seven months, he craved to do something, anything, besides sitting around Canada waiting for her to clean his name from the internet — a monumental task, apparently.

Waiting brought with it the itch to act, but it also reminded him that immortality had its drawbacks. An Immortal could wait decades, centuries if necessary. Since he had been an Immortal for only a short time, these lessons still required patience he had yet to develop.

Some days it felt as if he would never learn enough. Even after he picked up a new skill or understood something new about being an Immortal, replicating the skill or idea proved difficult. During his last conflict with a Prime Immortal called the Cardinal, Nathan glimpsed power far greater than he had ever seen. In a dire moment, he managed to tap into that power but since then, he could not get it to happen again.

He knew part of his failure rested in the fact that to access the power, he had to let in the Darkness — the pure emptiness that he had seen the first time he ever died. Which apparently was different from what others saw when they died — another little idea he learned recently.

It could drive him crazy if he allowed himself to ponder these things for too long.

“You change your mind or something?” Clarence asked, pulling Nathan out of his trance.

“Thanks, again,” Nathan said and climbed down to the pavement.

The crisp afternoon air bit at his face as he walked toward the restaurant section of the building. He heard the rig drive off behind him and Clarence pulled the horn twice as he left. Despite the cold — a ridiculous, deep cold that made the worst New York winters feel like a gorgeous autumn day — Nathan had come to like the Canadian landscape. The towering trees laced with snow, the endless miles of Nature beckoning the bold, and the small towns that hearkened back to a simpler time which probably never existed.

Of course, Canada had its cities, suburbanites, and all the other trappings of the modern world. But Nathan had avoided those places. He couldn’t afford to be noticed on an Interpol posting and deported back to the United States. Once Robin cleared his name, none of that would matter, but in the meantime he had to keep a low profile.

As he stepped into the restaurant, he wondered why Robin had sent him this job at all. Keeping a low profile meant not taking on the work that he had started in the States — namely, helping those in need of somebody with his unique gifts. Which meant that whatever the job turned out to be, it would have to be so serious, that Robin overrode her own plan for him.

The rich aroma of stew bubbling in the kitchen caused Nathan’s stomach to rumble. No matter what else happened, at least he would get a good meal out of this.

Vic’s Eats ‘n’ Stuff had the look of a building constructed by hand — all wood and carefully crafted. The little touches gave it away. The ceiling moldings that no contractor would bother with, for example, or the shine of an extra coat of varnish that no contractor would even consider. The layout was conventional — round tables in the center and booths along the sides — plus there were amenities Nathan more often saw in a bar. Two pool tables in the back as well as stools set up along the actual bar.

As the sun started to kiss the horizon, the early dinner crowd had already arrived. In the back, hanging around the pool tables, Nathan spied the bikers. A jukebox lit up the back corner, and one of the bikers had selected The Rolling Stones’ classic “Beast of Burden.” Nathan opted to take a stool at the bar which also served as a lunch counter.

The bartender, a confident woman with eyes that watched the dining room like surveillance cameras, approached. “Welcome to Vic’s. You want food or just a drink?”

“Food,” Nathan said.

The woman reached under the bar and slapped a plastic menu in front of him. “Today’s soup is barley.”

“Sounds good. I’ll have a cup and a beer. Can I speak with Vic?”

“That’s me,” the woman said, offering her hand. “Victoria Morton, at your service.”

Nathan shook her hand and smiled. “I already like you Victoria.”

“No, no. Call me Vic. I’m glad you like me and all, and I don’t mean to be rude, but who the heck are you and why should I care?”

With a light laugh, Nathan said, “Robin sent me. I’m looking for Tamara Gann. Is she here?”

Vic fixed a cup of barley soup and set it in front of him. “I’m guessing you’re talking about the black lady since I know everybody else in here and she ain’t them.”

“Where is she?” Nathan glanced around the restaurant — only white folks and a few aboriginals.

“Went to the toilet. How’s the soup?”

“Excellent.” It was, too. Hot, earthy, and delicious. Perfect meal to end such a chilly day. Whatever Robin had gotten him involved in certainly meant the coming days wouldn’t end the same, so he decided to take a second to really enjoy peacefully eating his soup.

From the back, he heard one of the bikers laughing. “Well, look at that fine dark woman. Hey, honey, you want play a little pool? You can use my stick all night long.”

So much for peace.

Nathan glanced over his shoulder. A bearded fellow with a red bandanna stepped in front of Tamara Gann. “C’mon lady. My friend just wants to be nice to you. Don’t you want to be nice, too?”

“Yeah, that’s all I’m saying.” The first biker, pot-bellied and dressed in leather, stepped behind her. Nathan couldn’t get a good look at Tamara. “Don’t be a tease. Let’s play pool. I just want to be nice. Of course, if you got something else in mind, that’s fine with me, too. I like it rough.”

Taking one last spoonful of soup, Nathan slid off the stool and walked toward the back. It had been awhile since he had the pleasure of kicking somebody around. He expected this would be fun.

The biker in front with the bandanna doubled-over as Tamara kneed him in the groin. She spun fast and slammed her palm into the pot-bellied guy’s nose. Stepping to the side and keeping her back to the wall, she raised her fists, ready for any of the others to attack.

The five other bikers laughed at their brothers. This initial reaction gave her some hope — along with Nathan and all the other patrons of Vic’s. Perhaps he wouldn’t get to fight after all. But the laughter died into an ugly sneer.

“Yo Kebber,” one of the men called out front. “You see this? What should we do to this bitch?”

Nathan heard the clumping of heavy steps from behind. Without waiting to see what Kebber looked like, Nathan turned around and stepped in the man’s path. Kebber stood over six feet and must have weighed two-fifty. He had black hair down to his back and tattoos everywhere.

“Out of my way,” he said, his low voice growling each word.

“Sorry,” Nathan said. “I can’t do that.”

Kebber’s eyes blazed at the defiance, but before he could move, Nathan struck. Two rapid-fire jabs with his fingers — one right behind the chin, then while Kebber was stunned, a second attack to the solar plexus. Kebber leaned forward enough that Nathan could grab the man’s long hair and yank back. This sent the giant off balance and to his knees.

“Enough.” Vic stood firm at the bar with a shotgun in her hand. “Kebber, you get your boys together and go home. I warned you last time that I wasn’t gonna have you messing up my business. You want to drink, play pool, listen to music, that’s fine. But when you harass my customers, that’s no longer okay. Now, get out.”

To Nathan’s surprise, Kebber obeyed. He motioned to his men, and the whole gang left the restaurant. Those attempting to enjoy dinner returned to their food, murmuring about the excitement. Nathan guessed they would be chattering about it for the next week.

Vic winked at Nathan before returning her shotgun to its spot beneath the bar. Nathan made a slight salute as he walked toward the back. Tamara had not moved from her spot at the wall, her fists still up and ready.

“They won’t be coming back,” Nathan said. “Not tonight, at least. Are you Tamara Gann?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

“I’m Nathan K. Robin sent me.”

Tamara’s eyes widened. Her jaw quivered as tears formed and fell down her cheeks. “Oh, thank the Lord. With those bikers and all, I thought Robin had set me up. But you’re really him, right? You’re the guy that helps people?”

“Doesn’t look like you need my help.”

“Oh, I do. I need it desperately. Please, help me.”

Now that he stood closer, he noticed the bruising on her forehead and the cuts on her cheek. Her eyes were bloodshot, too. She’d taken a hard road and not had much sleep.

 “If you’re trying to get out of an abusive relationship, we can help you, but I don’t see why we had to meet all the way out here. I can keep you safe —”

“What? No, no. That’s not it at all. Nothing like that. It’s my daughter, Shelby. They took her.”

Nathan glanced around to make sure nobody could hear them. In a lower voice, he said, “Somebody kidnapped your daughter? How long ago?”

“Almost a week.”

“A week? Have you reported it to the police? Or the Mounties? I don’t know Canada law enforcement that well.” Most kidnappings go bad, real bad, after forty-eight hours. This woman’s child was probably dead. Robin knew that. Why would she put him on this?

“I’m not Canadian. Shelby and I live in Delaware.”

“Then why are you here? Delaware state police should have been informed. They could have put out an Amber Alert and —”

Shaking her head and calming a bit, Tamara said, “You don’t understand. She wasn’t kidnapped. I mean, she was, but not like a child thing. She’s nineteen. She’s been abducted. She’s going to be sold off, turned into a bride or a concubine or worse. That’s why Robin said you could help me.”

“I see. Why don’t we sit down and you tell me the details. Let me figure out where we can start looking. Tomorrow, I’ll call —”

“No!” A few diners turned at the outburst. Tamara grabbed Nathan’s shoulders. “This is as far as I could track her. This is it. Tonight.”

“What’s tonight?”

Her voice trembled. “The sale. She’s being sold off tonight.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

Vic provided them with her office, a bottle of whiskey, and two shot glasses. She said to consider it her appreciation for embarrassing those jerks and giving them a few bruises, too. However, something in the way she spoke and in the way her gaze held on Tamara told Nathan that there was more than simple appreciation at work.

After Vic left and closed the door, Nathan poured two shots. Tamara knocked hers back and tapped the glass. Nathan poured another. They both knocked back their drinks and banged the thick glasses on the office desk.

Tamara wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and regained her composure. She leaned askew while digging in her pocket. Then she sat straight and placed a wrinkled photograph on the table. As if parting with the most precious memory she had, she slid the photo across the table.

It was a photo of Tamara happy and loving. To her side, a young, black woman who, like a professional model, stood full of charm, confidence, and poise with a controlled smile.

“My husband died when Shelby was five, so it’s been the two of us from then on. We lived in Delaware for the last ten years. I’m an English professor at the University of Delaware.”

“English? Where’d you learn to fight?”

“Five years of Tae Kwon Do. Seven of Aikido. Two in Judo. Great workout and good for the mind. I never thought I’d really need the actual fighting side of it though. I tried to get Shelby involved, but she didn’t want to do it — probably because I did it. Now, I’m kicking myself for not forcing her.”

Tamara picked up the bottle of whiskey by the neck and poured another shot. When she set it down, Nathan placed the bottle out of the way on the floor. She raised an eyebrow at him.

“If we’ve only got tonight, I’m going to need you sober.”

She pushed the full shot glass aside. “Of course. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“That it felt good to relax for even a moment. Whatever happened, I’m pretty sure you’ve been wound up since the start.”

Tamara chuckled. “That’s for damn sure. It’s been a long week.”

“Tell me everything.” He studied the photograph, memorizing the lines and curves of Shelby’s face. She had a flat chin, high cheekbones, and smooth skin — not a single blemish. He checked Tamara’s side of the photo and spotted a couple pimples, so he knew the photo probably had not been altered.

Tamara said, “Shelby’s a student at the University. She has zero tuition costs because I’m an employee, so she never got a choice of where to go to school. Another thing she resents me for. That’s why I didn’t do anything at first when she didn’t come home. She’s rebellious, and I can’t control her like she was a high schooler. Plus, we don’t live in a bad neighborhood and she’s a smart girl. But when she didn’t show up to any of her classes and didn’t come home for dinner the second night, I knew something was wrong.

“Best case scenario I could think of — she shacked up with some guy for a few days and didn’t want to face me. But when I started talking with her friends, what I heard bothered me. She hadn’t been seeing anybody, and the last anyone knew, she had gone out to a secret party.”

“Secret party?”

“There are these groups that put on impromptu parties in secret. You can only find out about the party if you know the right people. Shelby’s pretty and friendly, so it’s never been hard for her to know the right people. Took me a day to track down the kid that told her about this particular party.” Tamara’s focus drifted as she saw something in her memory. “That was the first time I used my training to hurt somebody. I kicked open his dorm room and roughed-up that boy until he gave me the address. The parties go by names — kind of like brand names. This one was the Snake Party. I found an empty warehouse with plastic cups of stale beer and used condoms on the floor. And a guy too drunk to move — after three damn days. I woke him up by kicking him in the hip. From there I simply followed one clue after another. I discovered that most people in this chain of events were happy to tell me anything I wanted to know as long as I stopped breaking their fingers.”

“Did you ever go to the cops?”

“After the first two or three people, I had planned to. I was going to go to the nearest police station, file a missing persons report, do everything by the book. But then I found out about another Snake Party going on that night. So, I went.”

“Brave move. Dangerous, too.”

She pointed a finger at Nathan. “Get this through your head. Shelby is my daughter. I will do everything I can to get her back.”

He could feel the mixture of anger and desperation radiating off of her. “Good. Because what you’ve said so far tells me this isn’t some one-off operation. This is an organized group.”

“Oh, definitely. I went to that party — it was in an abandoned mall — and it didn’t take long to figure out the deal. For most of the people there, the night would be a great, crazy secret party. Just lots of fun. But there were men dressed in black suits who walked around like panthers eyeing up prey. They’d single out a pretty girl and one of the men would go in to dance with her, buy her a drink, that kind of thing. Eventually, he’d convince her to go off alone. Twenty minutes later, the man returned to the party, but not the girl.

“I tried to follow, but that didn’t work out so good. I went down this back hall, but two guys came up the other way. I ended up stuck in a broom closet waiting for them to finish their smoke break which they decided to take right at the closet door. I knew I wouldn’t be able to find the girl I had been following — I’m not a tracker or anything like that — but while I waited, I eavesdropped on the two men smoking. That’s where I got the gist of what was going on.

“They were using these parties to find girls for their slave trade. The pretty ones ended up as brides. The ugly ones ended up as low-rent sex workers. All over the world — Thailand, Middle East, you name it.”

“I get the picture. How did you end up out here? This was all in Delaware, right?”

“At first. But one party led to the next, and one bit of information dropped into another. I pieced together that the Snake Party starts on the East coast and works its way west and north, picking up girls along the way, then into Canada, over the Yukon, into Alaska, and onto a boat headed for Asia. Then they circuit back and start over.”

Nathan picked up the shot of whiskey Tamara had poured and knocked it back. “I take it tonight is the last party.”

“After that, they’ll drive straight through to Alaska and onto a ship.”

“Why don’t you tell the Canadian authorities? There aren’t that many ways to smuggle a bunch of women into Alaska from here. The Canadians could have the whole thing blocked off and —”

“Look at me. I’m a black woman, angry, worried, beat up, and I haven’t slept in forever. I’m sure I smell pretty bad, too. You think they’re going to take anything I’ve got to say seriously. Even if they do, they’ll waste so much time checking into me before they bother with closing the border that it won’t matter. And if by some miracle, they actually closed the roads, there are still hundreds of miles of forests and lakes and such that the girls could be smuggled through.”

Nathan picked up a clipboard hanging on a nail in the wall next to him. It was a work schedule for the various waiters, cooks, and hostesses. He read over it, bathing in its normalcy.

But he could feel her eyes upon him — anxious and fearful. Waiting.

Setting the clipboard back on the nail, he said, “This is a risky one. Not much time to prepare, and if I screw it up, your daughter and the other girls might get hurt. Maybe even killed.”

“They would never kill the girls. That’s like burning money,” Tamara said, choking up at the end.

“Those girls are more than money. They’re evidence. If their abductors think that they’re going to get caught, well, better to lose the money than end up in prison.”

Her confident strength wavered. “Why are you saying this? I’m trying to get my baby back and you’re going on about her being dead. I thought you were going to help me.”

“I am. That was never in doubt. But I want you to be realistic about this. I want you to understand the serious danger Shelby faces. Be prepared for it. Not just from the Snake Party but the danger she faces if I go in there to rescue her.”

“I understand perfectly. But you won’t be going in to rescue her alone. I’m coming with you.”

“No. You —”

“I’m coming with you. That’s the way it is. I’ve been across two countries and thousands of miles to get my little girl. You really think you can stop me from giving everything I’ve got left?”

Nathan crossed his arms and shook his head. He had expected this. A distraught parent who willingly fought her way into the Yukon would not take a back seat no matter how sensible the choice. He would have to figure out a safe way to proceed with her around, but for the moment, they had a lot of preparations to make.

Sliding the photograph of Shelby back across the table, he said, “Let’s get to work.”

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

In the relatively short time Nathan had been an Immortal, he had learned that at times it became important to act fast and build a plan later. He found this odd. Most of the Immortal approach to the world concerned waiting out problems or playing the long game by setting things slowly in motion. Nothing had to be done right away. A smart Immortal could take decades to enact all the pieces of a complex plan.

But when time became an issue, plans were discarded. With the sun down and the night settling in, they only had a few hours before the Snake Party’s final secret fling began. Time was definitely an issue.

“We’re going to need weapons, ammunition, and supplies,” he told Tamara. “Ask Vic where the nearest sports shop is and go there first before they close. I’ll give you a list of what I want. Ammo and weapons will be difficult here. Canada has strict waiting periods and they’ve got everything broken down into Prohibited, Restricted, and Non-Restricted weapons. Rifles and shotguns are non-restricted as long as they are not sawed-off for concealment. But handguns are restricted and in some cases, prohibited.”

“I don’t have anything like that.”

“But I do.” Nathan pulled out his Wilson Combat Classic — a 10mm handgun with double diamond grips, full-size carbon steel frame and slide, five-inch match-grade barrel, and an eight round magazine. He called it Maggie. “After you go to the sports shop, I want you to contact Robin and see what she can do about hooking us up with weapons. Since you hired me through her, I assume you’ve got some way to contact her.”

Tamara nodded. “A cellphone number. But she said it would only be good for seventy-two hours. That was over a day ago.”

“Then get moving.”

Once she left, Nathan put Maggie back in his waistband. He sat behind the office desk and tapped the keyboard to wake up the computer. With a click, he connected to the internet and pulled up maps of the area.

“Hey,” Vic said, standing in the doorway. “Just because I let you chat in my office didn’t mean you could start digging around my personal files.”

Nathan pushed back from the desk. “I was looking at maps, that’s all. Why? Have you got something good in here I should check out?”

“A lot of videos from the Westminster Dog Show, if you’re into that.”

“I think I’ll pass. I’m a bit busy tonight.”

All traces of amusement drained from her face. She took a seat opposite Nathan. “About that. I may have overheard some of what’s going on with you two. Office walls are a bit thin and I can be a bit nosy. But look, I want to help.”

“You do?”

“I’m not a fool. I know all about what goes on around here. It disgusts me. I’ve sat back and watched it happen, and well, you can only do that so long before you become complicit in the whole thing. Keeping your mouth shut, not making waves, looking after your own family, your own business, your own whatever — it sounds good, but well, it’s the wrong thing to do. I should’ve stood up for those girls a long time ago. But I’m ready now.”

Nathan’s heart chilled. “How long has this been going on?”

Vic looked away as her face tightened in an effort to hold back her emotions. “Years,” she managed. “It started with the aboriginals. Those girls tend to come from poor and broken families. They live out here in the middle of nowhere with nothing ahead of them but decades of scrounging to survive and tons of snow. They’re vulnerable and easy to sweet talk into anything stupid. They just want to get away.”

“That’s not good.”

“I know it’s not good, that’s what I’m saying. I feel terrible about it. I know I’m wrong to have waited so long, but —”

“I’m talking about our mission. If tonight had been the first or second time this gang had driven girls through, then this gang would be prone to mistakes. But you say they’ve been doing it for years. That means they’ve encountered problems along the way and fixed those issues. They’ve not been arrested or shut down which suggests they either have figured out how to avoid the police or paid off the right ones. Or both. This is going to be a lot harder.”

“Then, please, let me help.”

Nathan closed his eyes and tried to imagine how he would run a human trafficking operation. No. That was the wrong approach. That part didn’t matter. He needed to focus on the party because that was where the final girls would be picked up.

Drumming his fingers on the arm of the chair, he looked over at Vic. “How often do they come through?”

“Three, maybe four times a year. I always figured they have other routes that they use. Switch it up a lot to keep the police off the scent.”

“Still, four times a year means they would have set up a party out here regularly. There can’t be that many people who are available to run the party. Caterers, DJs, that kind of thing.”

“Oh, I see what you mean. Yeah, they’ve got to use the same folks each time. They call on Berenson for the food — they tried to get me once, but I refused. Berenson cooks up pork and beef real good, and he don’t ask questions or cause a fuss.”

“It’s too late for me to set up two waiter gigs. Anybody helping to cater the party will already be there. Besides, being a waiter takes a lot more time than people realize. What about the music?”

“Jimmy Dern. He’s their usual choice.”

“What time does the party normally start?”

Vic shrugged. “I’ve never gone and would never go. Probably not until nine or ten, but what do I know about it?”

“And where?”

“I don’t know where they throw the party. I’ve tried to stay out of it. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“Nah, I should have —”

“You got Jimmy’s address? I need to talk with him.”

“Sure.” She wrote it down on a slip of paper. “Anything else I can do?”

With a sheepish grin, he said, “You got a car?”

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Nathan hated stakeouts. Under normal circumstances, they were boring, slow-moving, uncomfortable, and left him stiff-legged and needing to pee. But in this situation, he had the added pressure of knowing that each minute stuck in Vic’s cramped 1972 Jeep Wagoneer waiting for Jimmy to show up, meant one less minute Shelby Gann had before being enslaved.

It didn’t help that the Wagoneer looked like an old, suburban station wagon set on a real Jeep’s frame. When Jimmy showed up, he would have to be blind to miss this relic parked up the street. Comfort had not been one of the major design elements of the old thing, either. Maybe it had been luxury back in 1972, fresh off the line, but after over forty years of use, Nathan thought sitting on a tree stump would be more cushioned.

The address Vic had provided led to a tiny neighborhood plunked in the middle of snow-covered trees. It looked as if a modern architect had come along and built a suburban development where one did not belong. The wind blew and the Jeep’s soft-top flapped around him, letting the cold air cut through to his skin. He couldn’t recall if Wagoneers ever actually had soft-tops and suspected that somebody had cut the hardtop away long ago. Stupid thing to do, but people and their cars can often be a stupid combination.

He suspected Vic had a nicer, more rugged, and warmer car, but he couldn’t blame her for giving him the crappy one. He was lucky she gave him any car at all.

— Man, I used one of these little puppies for the First of Maine.

Nathan tried to ignore the voice echoing in his head. It happened from time to time — the voice of his second soul leaked into his consciousness. When he first became an Immortal, he had received a brief (in Immortal terms) training period which cut short due to his own impatience. He never did learn how to shut out the voices completely.

— So what is this? Are you a cop?

That was odd. Rarely did the voices try to speak with him directly. Especially once he had learned to recognize them and ignore them. At first, he had made the mistake of engaging with one of them. That had been a disaster. The guy in his head never stopped talking. Even when Nathan managed to tune the voice out, there existed a low hum in the back of his head. If the guy wasn’t already dead, Nathan would have killed him.

But the danger was far more serious than being annoyed. To speak with a second soul was to invite that soul into being more than a placeholder. It gave the second soul a little bit of strength and a lot of connection to the host body. In other words, if Nathan died, a stronger second soul could fight him for the body and possibly kick him out, just as he done to the previous owner.

— I was no cop myself. In fact, I hung out on the other side of the law. I was a bank robber.

Even odder — this voice apparently understood that he had died. Nathan looked across the street at Jimmy Dern’s house. Still nothing.

The hardest thing about a talking second soul was the desire to talk back. When Nathan first learned that he should keep quiet and push those souls away, he assumed it wouldn’t be a big deal. But a strange itch developed — a need to answer. Or maybe it was only him. Maybe the other Immortals had no trouble. Or maybe he was one of the Immortals like the Cardinal who had lost his mind centuries ago.

Nathan shook off those thoughts. He heard his second soul start to talk again, but he concentrated on shutting the voice out. When he heard only his own mind and that low hum, he looked up and saw the front door of Jimmy’s house close.

With a relieved sigh, he exited the car and strode up the lawn to the house. He tried the door, but it was locked. So, he rang the bell.

A seventeen-year-old boy answered. The kid had bad acne on his right cheek, sported a baseball cap turned to the side, and wore the look of all teenagers — disdainful boredom. “Yeah?”

“You Jimmy Dern? The DJ?”

A tiny spark lit in the kid. “That’s me. You want to hire me?”

“Nope. I want you to hire me.”

“Huh?”

“You got a gig tonight. You’re going to hire me and a friend of mine to help you set up and run things. You don’t need to pay us. We just need to be able to get into the party.”

Jimmy flicked his fingers under his chin in a rude manner. “Kiss off.”

Before Jimmy’s hand could lower to his side, Nathan moved in. He grabbed Jimmy by the wrist and twisted it at an uncomfortable angle. All the while, Nathan walked forward — entering the house by pushing Jimmy back.

“Hey! Ow! Stop that!” Jimmy dropped to his knees as Nathan kicked the door closed.

“I said that you need to hire me and my friend.”

“Let go of me, you fucker.”

“You’re being rude. I thought Canadians were supposed to be the nice people.”

“My parents are coming home soon. You don’t want to mess with my dad. He’ll rip you to shreds.”

Nathan surveyed the house. He spotted a bit of the kitchen, a hall off to the left, and a living room to the right. The furnishings looked cheap. The photos showed a hefty couple. The father looked tough — a muscular guy once but no more. Still probably plenty strong. Another photo cleared up things — the old man was a modern day lumberjack. So, definitely still plenty strong.

“I don’t have time for this.” Nathan twisted Jimmy’s wrist forcing the kid to arch back and scream. “Where’s your equipment?”

“Okay, okay. Let go.”

When Nathan released the wrist, Jimmy fell over, cradling his wrist close to his chest. He got to his feet and gestured with his head toward the garage. Then he turned to lead the way, and in a clumsy maneuver, he swung a wide punch with his good hand.

Nathan leaned out of reach, then popped back with a sharp jab to the side — low enough to avoid breaking the ribs. “What is wrong with you?” Pinching Jimmy’s ear, he walked the boy into the garage.

Clutter filled the room. Boxes lined the back. A dusty bicycle hung on a wall-mounted rack. In the center, Jimmy had stacked all his equipment to load up for the night’s gig.

Nathan looked it over. He didn’t know anything about this kind of thing and made a mental note to add it to his never-ending list of things to learn. Living forever meant he would eventually get around to it — hopefully, before the art of DJing disappeared.

“What’s the address of the gig?”

Jimmy’s petulant sneer vanished as he bit his lip. Like a trapped animal, his eyes roved for some escape. “Dude, look, if you want to steal my stuff, go right ahead. You want to beat me up? Have at it. But I can’t tell you that. Okay. Don’t even bother asking again.”

“What’s the address?”

“Are you deaf? I won’t tell you. Those bastards will kill me. Literally kill me.”

Nathan charged forward. As Jimmy cowered behind his raised hands, Nathan whipped out Maggie. He pressed the end against Jimmy’s forehead. “What’s the address?”

“Please, man, don’t do this to me. I can’t tell you.”

“You don’t understand. There’s a girl who’ll be worse than dead if you don’t tell me that address.”

“There’s always a girl. That’s what those guys do.”

Nathan pushed the barrel harder. “I care about that girl living through tonight much more than I do about you living through tonight.”

“Okay, okay. It’s the Baker Building. It’s an abandoned fur factory.”

Lowering the weapon, Nathan stepped back. “I’m taking the equipment and I’m filling in for you.”

The petulant expression returned. “Sure, man, whatever. You’re fucking ruining my life. They’re going to know I told you.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t be messing around with these kinds of scum. Then you wouldn’t have to worry.”

Jimmy spit at Nathan. “Just take my stuff and get out of here!”

— That kid’s going to rat you out.

Nathan hated to admit it, but his second soul was right. The moment Nathan left, Jimmy would be on the phone. There would be a bunch of guys waiting at the factory, armed and ready to fight.

“Sorry, kid.” Nathan moved in on Jimmy.

“Stop, stop! I promise I won’t say a word. Don’t kill me.”

“Relax, I’m not going to kill you.”

Jimmy lifted his sweating head. “Y-You’re not?”

“I don’t kill teenagers, for crying out loud.”

“Right. ‘Cause that would be immoral.”

“Sure would. But I can’t have you tattling on me, either. I’m sorry, but giving me your word that you’ll be a good boy won’t cut it.” Nathan flipped Maggie in his hand, so that he held the barrel. “I’m going to need a little insurance.”

“You gonna knock me out?”

“If I clock you in the head with this, you’ll be out for hours, and you’ll probably wake up with brain damage from the concussion. More importantly to me, if you wake up okay, you’ll still rat on me. So, I’m going to have to break your jaw.”

Jimmy’s head turned to the door but he didn’t run. He knew he couldn’t get away.

“It’s not so bad,” Nathan said. “You’ll get a lot of sympathy, and in a few months, you’ll be fixed up and fine again. But I guarantee you won’t be able to say a word about me for weeks, at least.”

“Wait a second, I want —”

With the butt of his weapon, Nathan struck Jimmy in the jaw, felt the crack, and watched the brat fall over. He opened the garage door, backed Vic’s Jeep Wagoneer up, and loaded it with Jimmy’s equipment. Before he left, he crouched over the young man. “I am sorry about this. Next time, just hire me like I asked.”

He drove back to Vic’s. On the way, he tried to shake off the disgust. He had never hurt such a young kid before. Though, considering the kind of people Jimmy worked for, Nathan couldn’t feel too bad. More than anything, he worried that he might have it in him to hurt people less deserving of pain than Jimmy — and that, given the ticking clock on Shelby, he saw a strong possibility he would find out.

All of Nathan’s worry lifted as he pulled around back in the parking lot at Vic’s. A large man threw Vic against the building. Nathan slammed the breaks and jumped out.

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

The big man swung around at the sound of the car door. He dressed like an old biker, and Nathan spotted the man’s ride a few feet away — a 2012 Harley-Davidson Street Bob. Nice looking bike. Clean, too. Obvious loving care given to the details.

Shifting his direction, Nathan headed straight for the bike. The man’s rabid dog face dropped as he understood the change.

“Hey!” He trundled toward Nathan, his bulk slowing him down.

When Nathan reached the bike, he put his hand on the seat. The man froze. He looked at Nathan as if the bike were being held at gunpoint.

“Get your hand off my baby,” the man growled, but he couldn’t hide the fear shimmering in his eyes.

Nathan stroked the seat. “I don’t know what your problem is with Vic, and I don’t really care. After I leave, you two can fight about whatever you want. But tonight, I need her help. So, here’s what’s going to happen. You are getting on this bike and leaving. You go tell your friends that if they bother Vic again, they’ll have to deal with me. In case they don’t recall, I’m one of the two people who kicked their asses earlier today. You understand?”

The man roared and charged forward. Not the reaction Nathan had planned for. He thought about pushing the bike over but didn’t see why such a fine machine should be damaged over this nonsense. Not yet, at least. That moment of indecision cost Nathan.

When he attempted to pivot out of the way, he lacked the extra seconds to fully escape the man’s heavy grasp. The man clipped Nathan’s side. Like being hit by a car, Nathan felt his hip bang off to the side and pull the rest of him along the way. He tumbled on the asphalt, and the air whooshed from his lungs.

Stomping towards him, the man flipped out a butterfly knife. “You threatened my bike. I’m going to shred you apart.”

“Stop right there, Hal.” Vic stood in the alley doorway to her restaurant. She had her trusty shotgun locked in her shoulder and aimed at Hal. “Put away the knife and let my friend stand up.”

Like a thief caught red-handed, Hal shook his head and raised his hands.

“The knife, Hal.”

He closed the knife and pocketed it. Nathan got to his feet and walked over to Vic. Hal turned around, keeping his hands raised.

“C’mon, Vic. You know I wasn’t going to hurt anybody. I just lost my temper.”

“I told you I didn’t want you around here, and I meant it. Go back to your little gang and your underage whores and leave me alone.”

“But —”

“I’ll shoot your baby.”

Hal stepped in front of his Harley, but Nathan saw resignation on the man’s face. With a frustrated grumble, Hal climbed on his bike and kicked it into roaring life. Revving the engine a few times to let the bike yell for him, Hal drove off.

As the rumbling engine receded in the distance, Vic asked, “You okay?”

Nathan grinned. “Fine. You?”

“Never better.” She lowered the shotgun. “So, now you’ve met Hal. He’s my husband.”

“Really?”

“Until I can get the divorce finalized.” She glanced over at the Jeep. “Where’s Jimmy?”

Nathan held the restaurant door open. “I imagine he’s on his way to the hospital. Luckily, he gave me the address of the party and insisted I use his equipment to DJ the event.”

“You better be careful with that. You know what you got there? That’s a Pioneer DDJ-RZX, and it is very expensive.”

“You know about this stuff?”

She grinned. “I’m the one who taught Jimmy when he was ten. I’m not great at it, at the showmanship of it, but I know how to spin a record. I’ve even done a wedding or two.”

“Good. Because I haven’t got a clue and not much time to learn. Is Tamara back?”

“Yeah, she’s in the office.”

Vic led the way through the kitchen. They found Tamara at the office desk on the computer. She stared at the screen with intense focus.

“Any luck?” Nathan asked as he sat in the guest chair.

Tamara startled at his voice, but kept her focus on the computer screen. “Robin said you shouldn’t send others calling for stuff you need.”

“I’m not surprised. Did she come through?”

“No. Not yet. Apparently, illegal guns aren’t the easiest to get in the Yukon on an hour’s notice.”

“I expected as much. It was worth a try. Robin can be a real miracle worker at times. But we’ve got limited time, so let’s not worry about that. I’ve got my handgun.” He glanced back at Vic. “Mind if we borrow your shotgun?”

Vic shouldered the weapon. “Be my guest.”

Tamara typed away at the keyboard. Snapping his fingers to get her attention, Nathan said, “You there? We’ve got to get ready and go.”

“We’ve got a problem,” she said. She raised her head and looked beyond Nathan — right at Vic. Tamara turned the computer screen around. The display showed Vic’s Facebook page with the Photos section open. There were numerous pictures of Vic with a sturdy-looking man smiling by her side. The two arm-in-arm at a sunny beach. The two giving each other thumbs-up standing in front of a rollercoaster. The two of them smiling with the Eiffel Tower in the background. With a tone as cold as steel, Tamara said, “This is one of the men who stole my daughter.”

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

Though he remained calmly in his seat, Nathan’s body tensed. He had no idea how Vic would react, but if needed, he could burst from a seated position and tackle her into the wall — long before she dropped that shotgun on her shoulder into a firing position. But instead of anger or violence, Vic rubbed her brow and sighed.

“I’d hoped that wasn’t the case,” she said.

“You hoped we’d never find out that you’re part of this whole operation?” Tamara’s fingers gripped the edge of the desk, and Nathan thought he might have to tackle her, instead — just to keep her from tearing out Vic’s eyes. “Was it your plan to keep us running in circles until my daughter ended up Lord-knows-where?”

“No. Not at all. I want you to rescue your daughter. I do. I only meant that I was hoping Dwight wasn’t involved.”

“Is that this bastard’s name? Dwight?”

Vic nodded. “He’s my brother.”

Tamara sat back crossing her arms and holding her jaw taut. “Oh, this keeps getting better. Now it’s a family thing.”

“That’s not what I’m saying at all.” All of Vic’s tough exterior melted away as tears dribbled down her cheeks. “You’re twisting it all around.”

“Oh, am I? Is that what you call this?”

“He’s my brother, not my partner-in-crime. I don’t want him involved in this. He’s a stupid, arrogant, self-centered prick. But he’s my brother.”

“So that makes it okay for him to steal my daughter?”

“No. I’m saying I’m pissed at him for this. I’m saying that I had nothing to do with it, and I didn’t know until now that he was actually involved.”

Tamara glowered at Vic. “I swear if I find out that you helped your brother, I’m going to cut your throat.”

Vic sniffled hard and rubbed her eyes with her palms. Her voice regained some of its strength when she said, “Look here. I told you I didn’t know he was involved, and I didn’t. I’m not a liar. You go on accusing me, and you can go save your girl all on your own.”

“I’ve been doing that from the start.”

“And you haven’t got her yet. So you’re not doing such a hot job.”

Nathan stood, and in a quiet, firm voice, he said, “Enough. Tamara, this isn’t helping you and it’s wasting time. Vic, explain what this is about right now.”

Rolling her shoulders as she straightened in her chair, Vic said, “I told you. That’s Dwight, my brother. We were close for a long time. But when I married Hal, things got bad. Dwight thought Hal was no good for me. I thought Dwight was jealous. See, Dwight never really dated much, never had a steady girl, and as far as I know, never even got laid. I think, in a way, I was his girl. But we never did anything. This isn’t some sicko thing. Just —”

“I get it,” Nathan said.

“Anyway, after I married Hal, Dwight stopped hanging out with me. He quit working at the restaurant — I had him managing the night shift — and no matter how many times I reached out to him, he wouldn’t have it. I figured he’d get over it in time, but that never happened. Thing is, once he left, he didn’t go get another job. Money got tight and he started disappearing from town for a few weeks at a time. He’d come back flush with cash. I asked him once what he was doing — I figured it was drugs or petty theft. He told me he threw parties.” She faced Tamara. “I swear he never said a thing about the girls. It wasn’t until this crap started up here that I thought he might be getting into something he didn’t mean to be. But I swear, I never knew, and I don’t condone what he’s doing.”

“That’s all nice,” Tamara said with venom. “I’m so glad your conscience is clean.”

“All I mean is —”

“I don’t care what you mean. I care about my daughter. Right now, you seem like a big liability to me. What’re you going to do when we go in there and you see Dwight? Are you prepared to have him arrested? Or are you going to risk my daughter’s life so you can help Dwight escape?”

Wiping her cheeks one last time, Vic cleared her throat. “I’m not going to sit here and defend myself. I’m a good person, and I’ve offered my help to you folks. You want it, then take it. You don’t want it, get out of my office, out of my restaurant, and out of my life. I’ll be taking care of my customers. You let me know what you decide.” She walked out, stopped, and added, “If my brother is involved in all of this, then as far as I’m concerned, he made his own bed.”

Nathan settled back in his seat and let silence overtake the room. He avoided eye contact with Tamara — not out of fear, but rather out of respect. He wanted to let her decide for herself. This was about her daughter. He didn’t have the right to tell her what she should do.

After a minute, she kicked out her leg. “I don’t trust her.”

“I gathered that,” Nathan said.

“I just don’t know if I don’t trust her because she’s a white woman lying to me or because the lie is that her brother is connected to all of this. Or both.”

“Does it matter?”

She banged her elbows onto the table and dropped her face into her hands. “I don’t know.” Her breathing came out in short, shaking puffs. “I’m so damn scared of making a mistake. It’s like I’m at the finish line of a marathon and if I slip up now, I lose the whole thing.”

Nathan reached over and took hold of her hand. He waited until she looked at him with her tear-soaked eyes. “I promise you, I will do everything I can to save Shelby. You understand? Whether we bring Vic along or not, I will see this through.”

She smiled but the sadness beneath it came through more than any sense of comfort. “Thank you. But tell me, honestly, would it be better to have her along? Which way should I go with this?”

“I’m not going to tell you what to do, but if you want my opinion —”

“I do. Please.”

“I think it depends on you. If you can push aside whatever animosity you feel towards Vic, if you can separate her from her brother, then we should have her along. She knows the people around here, she knows what’s going on, she despises what’s going on, and I think she truly wants to help you. But if having her along means you won’t be able to think clearly, if it means your focus will be off or that you’ll be doubting anything I ask Vic to do, then we’d be sunk before we start, and we shouldn’t have her along.”

Looking up at the ceiling, she closed her eyes. “I’ve got to think about this.”

“Sure. I’ll go out front and nurse some coffee until you’re ready.” He started to leave when he remembered an important detail. “One thing — do you know how to DJ? How to run all the equipment and everything?”

“No. Why?”

“Because I don’t know how, either. But Vic does. If you don’t want her around, I’ve got to come up with another plan.” Before she could speak, he put up his hand and added, “It’s okay. There’s always more than one way. You sit here, think it through, and decide what you need. I’ll take care of it from there. No judgments. Deal?”

She nodded, and Nathan walked out front to the counter. Vic poured him a cup of coffee, and they waited.

“I know it looks bad,” Vic said as she lit up a cigarette. “I swear I didn’t know Dwight had gotten himself caught up in this.”

“It’s okay. I believe you’re on our side. If you’re not, you would have kept all the information we needed away from us. It’s all over tonight. There’s no need to set us up. Unless you’re either sadistic or as dumb as your brother, and I don’t see that at all.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

Vic continued to smoke as Nathan sipped his coffee. The soft clink of silverware and gentle hush of quiet conversation weaved around them. There were only two tables with guests.

“Is this a normal night?” Nathan asked. “Or is this slow?”

“It varies a lot. These colder months mean fewer trucks coming through, so I get most of the locals to keep me going. Later in the year, it can be packed at three-in-the-morning with truckers needing a break from the road. It also matters if they stopped at Otter Falls Cutoff — my only real competition.”

Nathan nodded. “I’m guessing these Snake Party people prefer coming through in the winter. They know this route is near empty now. Probably not that many cops out here either. Your brother had to have told them all about it.”

Vic stabbed her half-smoked cigarette in an ashtray. “Is it illegal to kill your brother if he’s a moron?”

The office door clunked closed from down the hall and Tamara entered the dining room. With her eyes puffed and red, she slid onto a stool next to Nathan. Out of instinct, and maybe as a peacemaking gesture, Vic poured a mug of hot coffee and pushed it toward Tamara.

Careful not to burn her tongue, Tamara sipped from the mug. She set it down and placed her hands flat on the counter. Keeping her eyes on her hands, she said, “You understand that my daughter’s life is at stake?”

“Of course,” Vic said.

Tamara locked eyes with Vic. “That means my life is at stake, too.”

“I understand.”

“If you betray
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