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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Nigel couldn’t keep his eyes open. It had been more than forty-eight hours since he’d slept, and he was hallucinating.

      “Stay frosty, boy!” Dahlia said.

      “Nigel, we are close. One more gate and you’ll be there,” a familiar female voice said.

      He looked in the voice’s direction and could not believe his eyes. It was Jet. His spirits soared.

      “Just a little longer, then we can be together.”

      Nigel smiled as the last defense mechanism of the virtual vault holding hordes of crypto treasure appeared.

      “That’s it. You’ve done it,” Dahlia said.

      Nigel glanced in her direction as the 9mm Beretta discharged. He didn’t feel pain, not at first. The searing truth enveloped him as a mask of pain burned his flesh. His vision blurred.

      The pain—it’s gone.

      Blackness . . .
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-four hours earlier

      Nigel awoke with a start. Dahlia was driving, and from the looks of it, they were leaving Westchester. For a town so close to New York, it was quaint and had a small-town feel to it. He remembered his father bringing him to a similar town years ago. He had promised Nigel he would get to meet his grandfather. The day had ended in disappointment, like every other outing he’d had with his father. Rick, Nigel’s father, dropped by a past girlfriend’s house. They set him up in front of the television and disappeared. By the time Rick was finished with whatever they were doing, Nigel was at the girlfriend’s computer, blissfully hacking away.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” the girlfriend asked.

      “Your email had a weak password. I changed it along with the rest of your passwords. Here is the list of your more secure login information.”

      Nigel gave a legal-size notepad to his father’s ex-girlfriend. It was filled with a series of alphanumeric codes, at least thirty characters in length.

      “It will take me forever to remember all of this. How did you know how to get into my other accounts, anyway?”

      Nigel grinned widely. He loved helping people.

      “The wheel on the edge of the desk contains the birthdays for all your family. I figured you would use your mother’s birthday, since it is easy to remember. But you shouldn’t—”

      “You little bastard,” the girlfriend said as she pushed Nigel out of the way.

      He tumbled to the floor, his hand went numb, then a bolt of pain shot through his arm. Nigel cried. He was eight and had just wanted to help. Later, his mother threw Rick out of the house, and Nigel didn’t see him again until he was seventeen. Ralphie had developed a relationship with the man, but Nigel vowed he would never talk to his father again.

      I’m still angry at him. But he’ll always be my dad.

      On a whim, Nigel called his father. He picked up on the second ring.

      “What do you want?” a man’s voice said.

      Nigel didn’t recognize the person on the other end of the phone.

      “Is this Rick Watson?”

      A menacing chuckle emitted from the phone.

      “Yes, Rick is inside this meat sack. He doesn’t want anything to do with its offspring. Now be gone with you.”

      Nigel thought he could hear the laughter of a woman in the background.

      Has my father gone insane?

      Blanka gave Nigel’s hand a squeeze as Dahlia entered the West Side Highway in Manhattan. Nigel squinted as the sun’s rays glistened over the Hudson River.

      “Do you have a location on your father?” Dahlia asked.

      “Yes, I was able to pinpoint his location using metadata from the call I just made. We are about eight blocks away. Try to find a parking spot around Broadway and Ninety-First Street,” Nigel said.

      “I will park where I can.”

      Dahlia turned onto Broadway. People ran in every direction, many with pets and other precious items. An enormous man picked up a sizable trash barrel and threw it at the car. The windshield cracked as the rubbish bin came into contact with it. Dahlia responded by smashing the vehicle into the man. He bounced off the car and was thrown into the street. A pickup truck loaded with men with shaved heads hit the brakes. The truck skidded, and the driver lost control and fishtailed into an ox of a man. Nigel closed his eyes.

      “These people have lost their minds,” Blanka said.

      “They’ve had assistance with that,” Dahlia said, pointing up.

      A drone with dual canisters hovered over the nearby intersection.

      “What’s that?” Nigel asked.

      Dahlia put the car in gear and released the trunk. Moments later, she threw gas masks at everyone.

      “Put these on. Before it’s too late.”

      The drone released a green gas that sprayed in every conceivable direction.

      “There’s no breeze, so the gas is not dispersing,” Vedrana said.

      Dahlia started firing in the drone’s direction. Bullets ricocheted off its sleek metal surface.

      “The dammed thing is armored.”

      The mask obscured Nigel’s visibility, but he could see that the drone was moving in their direction.

      The teenaged assassins adjusted their masks as they exited the vehicle. Nigel followed. Dahlia removed a gigantic machine gun and started peppering the drone. One of the gas canisters exploded, and the drone crashed onto the sidewalk nearby. A shabby-looking man snatched the cylinder and ran away with it. He laughed as he waved the gas tank around like a toy.

      “Dun de buttin cheek,” the man said as he danced around.

      This guy has lost it.

      “Nigel, is that you?” a female voice called out.

      Nigel followed the voice. It was Treeka, the female cyborg that he helped just days earlier. Gas filled the street as other drones hovered over Nigel’s companions. The flying machines sprayed more gas.

      “We need to get out of here now. I know a way to a shelter,” Treeka said.

      “I will cover you,” Dahlia said.

      Nigel followed Treeka through a maze of burning trash, cars, and other debris. Moments later, he found himself in a dark corridor.

      “You can take your mask off. There are no signs of the toxin here,” Treeka said.

      “How do you know that? Why isn’t the gas affecting you?”

      “It doesn’t affect cyborgs.”

      “Where are we?”

      “This leads to the underground.”

      “To the doctor?” Nigel asked.

      Treeka shot him a look. “How do you know—”

      “He has my father.”

      Treeka gave Nigel a look of regret.

      “If he was down there, he’s not now.”

      “What are you talking about? I tracked him here.”

      “My actions caused the patients—the prisoners—to be set free.”

      “It’s not safe. We should leave—” An enormous fireball interrupted Treeka. “No!” Her positioning made it so that she took a direct hit, shielding the others.

      “Well, hello there. I’m Luke and I’m your concierge,” the man said in a British accent.

      The man threw a punch toward Nigel, who froze at the sight of the monstrosity before him. The man was in military fatigues, which were ripped in many places. His bald head reminded Nigel of a boxer. His normal-sized fist suddenly expanded into something like an exaggerated-looking mallet he’d seen from old cartoons. Nigel flinched as the punch landed, which instantly catapulted him to the floor. His vision blurred before it faded. He looked forward to the bleak nothingness that was sure to follow. The pain was minimal, and that made him happy.
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        * * *

      

      Nigel opened his eyes. Dahlia was swerving, driving on the sidewalk and barely missing pedestrians. Someone screamed in the rear of the vehicle. He turned and gasped as the bloody mess coming from Eva expanded. Nigel was thrown into the window from the sudden, erratic movement of the car. A sense of déjà vu set in as his vision faded.
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        * * *

      

      Nigel gazed out the apartment window overlooking Central Park West. He admired the panoramic view of the Upper West Side. Billows of green-and-black smoke created a toxic cloud that hovered over Manhattan like a hunter’s dirty jacket. Nigel turned on the television in the penthouse for an update.

      “The National Guard has been called in. All five of New York’s boroughs are now declared disaster areas. Scientists are seeking to determine the source of the toxin, and the soldiers are struggling to keep order on Manhattan Island. Experts agree the source is from deep underground, hundreds of feet below the subway system,” a female news anchor said.

      The fall of society is nigh . . . and it’s my fault.

      Nigel made a move to shut off the television, but the imagery of green steam pluming from heating vents and lime-green smoke from chimneys gave him pause. Nigel realized the gas was being integrated into society. People weren't dying from the gas; their bodies were taking it in just fine. But the neurological effects produced deadly results. Reports of people jumping in front of trains or off buildings cut Nigel like a dull knife. Not as much pain at first, but the result was slow and agonizing.

      “Nigel, why don’t you be a good boy and fetch me that bone saw,” a man’s voice said.

      Where did he come from? I must be dreaming.

      He followed the speech. To Nigel’s dismay, the apartment had been turned into a makeshift operating room. A man dressed in doctor scrubs operated on someone. Blood dripped from the doctor’s mask as he continued with the operation. Nigel gazed upon a tray with several surgical instruments. Picks, saws, and other instruments of pain lay on the table before him. He found a nasty-looking device with a round blade. He watched himself hand the device to the doctor, who turned on the saw. A whirring noise emitted from the instrument, and with the drone of the saw, a woman screamed. Nigel directed his attention to the pained cry. He pulled back a green sheet and his breath caught as he gazed upon the woman. It was Jet.

      “Nige, how could you?” she said, crying.

      He did not see any blood, just body parts. As the doctor sliced a limb away, instead of blood, a green smoke emanated from the stump. Nigel closed his eyes, but the doctor’s laughter and Jet’s screams wouldn’t give him a moment’s rest.

      What have I done? I’m going to make this right, even if it kills me! I promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Dahlia’s reckless driving jolted Nigel awake as she raced across the Queensboro Bridge. The image of Jet lying helpless on the operating table was profound. The rocking motion and erratic nature of Dahlia’s driving made analyzing the dream impossible. His vision focused on the speedometer. She was pushing one hundred miles per hour. Vedrana and Blanka surrounded a wounded Eva. The now distant memory of Eva’s mutilation by a deranged cyborg was a brutal reminder that Nigel was out of his depth with these female assassins. Vedrana and Eva were several years his junior, and they had dealt—and received—more pain in one day than he had in his entire life. He longed to be with Jet.

      Where was she?

      Only Dahlia knew, and she wasn’t saying anything.

      “Are we going to see Jet?” Nigel asked.

      “Yes, I will take you to see her, but you’ve got to help me first.”

      “What can I do for you?” Nigel said as he held on to the door handle for dear life.

      “I need you to assist in a heist.”

      “How am I supposed to do that? Banking systems have top-notch security.”

      “I’m not interested in robbing a bank. That money belongs to the people. We are going to rob the cabal.”

      Nigel sat in stunned silence. He remembered the awful bargain that he’d struck with this devil.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Home. Eva needs our help, and we need to regroup.”

      “You’re going to enjoy the Tatra Mountains, Nigel. It is beautiful when it snows,” Blanka said.

      “How long are you going to keep me?”

      “Chen had no intention of letting you leave. I know that man, and he had plans. He always does. I saved you from the cabal. The least you can do is show some gratitude.”

      “Sorry—I just want to know how long until I can see Jet.”

      “It shouldn’t be too long and your dearest Jet is somewhere in the region,” Dahlia said, chuckling.

      Nigel’s heart skipped a beat when he heard the name of his beloved. He hoped she was okay after that monster Nozomi plunged a knife into her back. What choice did he have? Life wasn’t worth living without her.

      “If I do this, you will take me to see her?”

      “You have my word, Nigel.”

      As the airport came into view, he thought about his mother and brother. It had been ages since he had seen them. Appleton gave his assurances, but that was before the riots and growing anarchy in the city. He wondered if Milford was affected. He suspected it was and made a mental note to visit as soon as Jet was safe.

      “We are here,” Dahlia said.

      Moments later, they were pulling up to the private entrance of LaGuardia Airport. Several men greeted the vehicle. A tall man with a graying goatee was discussing something with Dahlia. He looked familiar, but Nigel couldn’t place him.

      “Soon the city will be under siege—” The man stopped speaking as soon as Nigel approached.

      “Can I help you, Nigel?” Dahlia asked.

      “Are we traveling now?”

      “No, Eva needs surgery, and this man is the best in cyber prosthetics. He’ll perform surgery while we wait.”

      Nigel held his breath for a long moment.

      “Is that—”

      “No, it’s not him—this surgeon hates Doc Chop as much as we do. He’s going to help Eva.”

      Nigel watched as the doctor opened his bag. Some kind of drone rose and hovered over the fallen female assassin. Moments later, light from the mechanical helper enveloped Eva. The doctor tapped his glasses. They appeared to be oversized spectacles, but too big to be corrective lenses. The man’s glasses polarized as the drone scanned the patient.

      “She’s lost a lot of blood. Prepare the transfusion now,” the man said.

      “What? Shouldn’t he be doing that in a hospital?” Nigel demanded.

      Dahlia gave Nigel a disdainful look.

      “Don’t you have a heist to plan? Now get set up over there,” Dahlia said, pointing to a hangar.

      Nigel strode to the hangar as the doctor prepared Eva. A sense of dread overcame him with every step.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, at the Bromwick Hotel, Northeastern United States

      With thoughtful consideration, Mr. Chen gazed out upon the remains of the Quintessence Society, otherwise known as the cabal.

      “What the hell are you smiling about, old boy?” Mr. Tage said.

      “All I need to do is make a phone call, and Dahlia will abandon Nigel like a hot potato.”

      “Why would she do that?” the Sultan asked.

      “Let’s just say I have other allegiances that you have yet to discover. A doctor friend of mine runs a very profitable, but illegal, clinic in the New York underground.

      “Underground? Do you mean the subway?” Mr. Tage asked.

      Mr. Chen smiled.

      It’s below and around that. You can say it’s hiding in plain sight,” Mr. Chen said.

      “I hope you’re not getting into business with such a man,” the Sultan said with a disgusted expression on his face.

      “I don’t see why we wouldn’t want to diversify, now that we have an opening.”

      “We should meet this doctor. To make sure he is a good fit,” Mr. Tage said.

      “When you are finished looking for gutter rats, might I make a proper suggestion to replace the Black Heart?” the Sultan asked.

      “What do you have in mind?” Chen said.

      “I have a rare prize. A politician who has put the people in front of himself. He already has three cities under his control and friends in high places. He could be helpful for our cause.”

      “Do you know why Dahlia is called the Black Heart?” Chen asked the Sultan.

      “I remember something about her husband dying with a knife in his heart.”

      “When Dahlia was young, she joined an idealist group of rebels in Bratislava called Jedáci Nožov. Translates to “Knife Eaters” in English. She got her nickname when the leader, Sarrin, ended up with a knife (featuring a black onyx handle) through his heart shortly after their son, Hunter, was born.”

      “I knew she was ruthless, but that is homicidal,” Mr. Tage said.

      “Her ‘darlings,’ as she called them, are brutal assassins. Raised from a young age to kill. She exploits their beauty to get what she desires.”

      “And to think Dahlia promised some of these girls for my harem,” the Sultan said, cringing.

      “Yes, and I’m certain she had a plan to take you out as well. She is the person we need to reshape the world in our image. Not some politician.”

      The door to Chen’s study suddenly flung open. The older man spilled some of his prized cognac on his white suit.

      “What’s the meaning of this intrusion?” Mr. Chen demanded.

      “He’s hacked us,” Freeman said as he dropped the thick laptop onto the table.

      “Who’s hacked what?” the Sultan said.

      “The main wallet for the bounties has been drained.”

      “What! You’ve lost our money?” Gratzano said, wrapping his hands around Freeman’s throat.

      Freeman tried getting the mobster’s hands off his throat, but his grip was firm.

      “Don’t kill the boy,” Mr. Tage said.

      “Enough!” Chen said.

      Gratzano let go. The teen grasped his throat.

      Mr. Chen furrowed his brow and turned a shade of red. “There were millions of cryptocurrency in that wallet. Tell me you haven’t lost it already.”

      “The money was there earlier.”

      “Is there a way to track who took it?” the Sultan said.

      “Yeah, there’s DigiScan. I can track it with that.”

      “The plan only works if there’s money available to pay the hunters,” Mr. Tage said, alarmed.

      “Let me work on this,” Freeman said.

      “You have one hour,” Mr. Chen said.

      Freeman sulked out of the conference room. He had to get to the bottom of this, and soon. His net worth to the cabal was dwindling, and he had an idea of who was responsible.
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        * * *

      

      Jet awoke to the silent stillness of recently fallen snow. Her breath caught as a wave of overwhelming loss blanketed her. Try as she might, she couldn’t move her legs. They were cold to the touch and frozen as the icicles outside her window.

      I know Nigel will come for me. I just have to be patient.

      Jet spotted her phone near the nightstand. Other than a crack on the screen, it was in working condition. She checked the battery, less than 10 percent.

      Time to send Nigel a quick video.

      Jet put the phone in selfie mode and tapped the record button.

      “Hey Nige, I hope you get this. An older couple are caring for me. The man’s name is Hans, and he is a doctor. We are in the mountains.”

      Jet moved slightly so the camera could take in the majesty of the mountains.

      “My legs don
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