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Chapter One

Nathan K jogged along the sidewalk of 3rd Street as the morning sun continued to rise over Los Angeles. His heart pounded blood throughout his body, feeding his muscles so that he could push for another mile. Though his lungs ached and sweat doused his skin, he did not stop. Every morning, he challenged his body to go further, to get stronger, to be better. He had to prepare, physically and mentally, for the day that would come.

Several months had gone by since he attacked the Larkin Group’s training base on Balhova Island and no retaliation had followed. At first, he thought that strange. He had made no attempt to hide from them. He even had Robin, his tech guru and only real friend, plant a few articles on the internet that pointed his whereabouts to California. Yet nobody came after him.

Under normal circumstances, this would have been so odd that he would have to wonder if his opponents had either given up or indulged in some intricate and complicated plan. But Nathan was an Immortal — his body could cling to two souls at once. If he died, he would lose his second soul, his body would heal, and he would become mortal again until he could replenish his second soul. Nathan’s enemies were also Immortals. He had to consider the possibility that they were biding their time, that they wanted to wait a decade or two before shredding him into pieces for destroying their island.

He had been warned that wars between Immortals could stretch over centuries. Part of him did not believe it. But as each day and week and month drifted by without even a threatening word from the Larkin Group, he had to wonder if he had misjudged the truth. Perhaps he had made an enemy for eternity.

Turning onto South Wilton Place, he forced his thoughts away from those dangerous people and focused on the few good things going his way. With all the time available, he had used much of it to work on his List — all the things he wanted or needed to learn when he had a chance — everything from basic tool usage to new weapons proficiency to better memory retention techniques. He practiced his lock-picking skills — still far from impressive levels of competency — and had squeezed in his first few classes at flight school. He passed a basic level EMT course as well as a night course in basic accounting and economics. This last would be vital to his financial survival over the centuries to come. The one area he avoided — computers.

Though he knew that someday he would have to get Robin to teach him all about what she did and how she did it, he loathed the idea of that conversation. As an Immortal, he would outlive Robin and when she was gone, that knowledge of computers, particularly of hacking, would come in handy. But she had lost enough already. When her girlfriend, Beth, had died, she thrust her brain into work with him and had yet to resurface. If Nathan told her that he needed her knowledge so that she could be replaced when she eventually became too old to function, she would resist teaching him for the rest of her life.

Nathan increased his pace in an effort to clear his head by working his body. What he really needed to figure out was his next move. Just because his enemies did not want to attack him, hardly meant he had to sit back and wait. Except whenever he thought about that first battle, a successful mission by most wartime definitions, he wondered about all the civilians living there.

He had done his best to minimize the damage done to them, but he still caught himself thinking about all the day-to-day people that made an island town run. How many of them actually knew Larkin? How many knew what kind of man he was, what he did, what he stood for? Probably a few, but certainly not all. Most would simply be happy to have a job. The location being a tropical island only served as an extra enticement.

Nathan paused at the street corner to wait for the light to change. That’s when the attack came.

A black van with the side windows covered over raced up the road and screeched to a stop in front of him. The side door slid open and two men in ski masks — one blue and one red — stepped out and approached. Nathan’s lips lifted into a toothy grin. Stupid thugs — exactly what he needed to clear his mind.

Blue Mask leaned forward to grab Nathan’s arm. Nathan stepped in closer and jabbed his thumb under the man’s chin, striking the soft tissue right behind the bone — hard enough to send the man stumbling back and clutching his mouth.

Red Mask made the mistake of grunting as he threw a haymaker. With his back to Red Mask, Nathan ducked and pivoted around. When he popped up, he brought his fist towards the man’s groin. Red Mask bent over and Nathan wrapped the man in a headlock. He then stepped around, forcing the man to roll over or have his neck snapped, and ended standing back to back, still locking the man’s head in the crook of his arm. With a swift motion, Nathan flipped Red Mask over his shoulder and onto the pavement.

“Get back in here!” Black Mask called from the driver’s seat of the van. Blue and Red Mask scrambled into the van. As the wheels spun smoke into the air, Nathan caught one of the masked men saying, “Go, go. Forget him. Just get the girl.”

Robin.

Nathan bolted in a full-on sprint. He raced down the street and cut into a development of cookie-cutter houses. Sweat stung his eyes as he focused on keeping his breathing regular and pushing himself faster. Dashing across the meager back lawn of one home, he vaulted over the brick wall and into the next development. As he crossed a quiet road, he saw the van speed along the parallel street that also fed into the development.

He shot across another lawn and out into the main thoroughfare. Cars zipped by the four lane road, but Nathan never stopped moving. He darted into one lane and sprinted across the next. Horns blared as cars swerved to avoid the crazy man in the road.

He popped onto the sidewalk on the opposite side and kept running straight across the parking lot of a Waffle House. The van would be turning the corner by now and if they knew the area, they’d take a straight shot down the alley toward Robin’s apartment. If they used GPS, instead, they would go around one extra turn in order to approach along the street.

Hurdling over a bench with a lawyer’s face plastered on the back, Nathan came along the alleyway. No van. Good. They had taken the long route.

Ignoring the fire burning through his chest with each breath, Nathan broke across the alley, up a flight of stairs, and pounded his fist against Robin’s door. He wanted to call her name, warn her, anything, but he couldn’t get enough air to speak.

A small camera mounted in the corner where the wall met the roof turned to focus on him. Bent over and gasping, he waved his hand before pounding again.

“Okay, okay,” Robin said, as she opened the door. She had a toothbrush in one hand and her cellphone in the other. Wearing a pink nightshirt, she looked comical with her bouncy hair tied back, but Nathan had no time to be amused.

He shoved his way into her apartment. He knew this was only a temporary place for her — she tried to keep her main base of operations a secret. That would be where all her computers and gadgets resided. Here, she presented a farce of her real life — everything from the flatscreen to the couch to the pictures on the wall screamed of a young, confident black woman, single, and ready to climb the ladder of corporate America while ignoring all acts of racism that might attempt to thwart her. Nothing at all like the underground lesbian attempting to subvert all of the world with her tech skills and destroy anything that got in her way.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Nathan gasped. “But some men jumped me and they’re coming here for you.”

“Are you sure? Because I have a series of alarms that —” Three red lights mounted above the front door started flashing while beeping as rapid as Nathan’s pulse erupted from her phone. “Oh, crap,” she said.

“Back window,” Nathan said. “Move.”

They rushed down the short hall to the bedroom. Robin yanked the window upward three times managing to get it halfway open. She peeked her head over the sill. “There’s a van down there.”

Nathan glanced around the room, trying to find anything that would give them a quick and simple escape. With the way out the back covered and the way out the front about to be stormed by masked men, he did not see a good alternative.

“Where’s Maggie?”

“Where you left her. I wouldn’t dare touch her.”

Grabbing jeans off the bed, he tossed them to Robin. “Get dressed.” He crossed the hall into the bathroom and threw open the doors beneath the sink. Maggie, his 10mm Wilson Combat Classic, sat in the back where he had placed her. He checked the magazine — full — and checked that he had a round in the chamber. Wrapping his hand around the Cocobolo double-diamond grip, he headed up the hall to the front.

The main room consisted of a small area for the couch and television with a kitchenette off to the side. With one hand, he shoved the couch into the center of the room. He then took a position crouched at the side of the refrigerator and aimed Maggie chest-level at the door.

The couch wouldn’t stop a bullet — most couches consisted of air with some wood framing — but it would obscure some of the room from his enemy. More importantly, those masked men would assume he hid behind it. That gave Nathan one good shot before they knew the truth.

The door banged open. The men must have thought a loud noise and big motion would cower Nathan and Robin. Instead, as the door’s momentum took it all the way to the wall, they had given Nathan a juicy target.

He lifted his aim and blasted the head off Red Mask. As blood and bone sprayed the wall, Blue Mask yelped and jumped back into the hall. Nathan rolled forward, popping up behind the couch. Blue Mask would be coming back. This was too organized a group for it to be random — after all, they knew about Robin as a secondary target — which meant that somebody had put this together, had given orders, probably paid the bills, too. Even if Blue Mask had pissed his pants and wanted to run, he had a job to do. Failure meant facing the boss empty-handed, and most thugs didn’t like to do that. It usually ended poorly for them.

A small canister rolled in from the hall. Nathan had enough time to think — Huh. More organized than I thought — before the smoke spewed out into the room. Dark blue filled the air.

Smokescreens had great uses for protecting a guy like Blue Mask trying to slip in a narrow entrance with a gunman aiming at his head. But smokescreens also helped the opponents. Rather than play Marco Polo with Blue Mask, Nathan let the man stumble in the fog while he hustled back to the bedroom. He would fetch Robin and try their luck out the window. Only Black Mask and the van waited for them. He could handle that with a clear shot — easier than shooting blind into thick smoke.

But when he stepped into the bedroom, he discovered his mistake.

Black Mask did not guard the exit from the van. He had climbed the fire escape, broken his way in, and now held Robin at gunpoint. She sat on the edge of the bed looking more angry than afraid.

“Drop it,” Black Mask said with a definite Hispanic accent. Anticipating Nathan’s racing thoughts, he stepped closer to Robin, a Ruger LCP pointed at her head — a small handgun but powerful enough to do serious damage. “Don’t screw with me. I’ve killed far worse than a pretty girl.”

By the fact that Robin had not been shot already and that Blue Mask opted for smoke instead of firepower, Nathan guessed that the orders were to bring them in alive. Plus, he had no real choice. When he entered, he had pointed Maggie at the floor out of safety for Robin. The fraction of a second it would take him to lift Maggie, aim, and shoot would be too long — Robin would get injured. Possibly killed, if the order didn’t require both of them to be living.

He raised his hands.

Blue Mask stepped from behind and disarmed Maggie. Nathan braced for a beating — after all, Red Mask’s head painted the front room wall. To his surprise, the punches did not come.

Instead, he felt a sharp jab in his neck, and he heard Blue Mask say, “Lights out.”

The apartment swooned. Robin’s face grew fuzzy. Nathan rubbed his neck and noticed a syringe in Blue Mask’s hand. Then the floor zoomed up to his face, and Nathan fell unconscious.

 

 


Chapter Two

The Darkness. The cold, pure emptiness that awaited Nathan when he finally died. It appeared before him like a hole in his thoughts at night — not dreams, but something else, something replacing his dreams — as if the ground sunk away leaving behind a dark so complete that any sense of being would be snatched away by its icy grip.

More than anything, perhaps the only thing, Nathan feared the Darkness.

Since his first death on a deli floor in New York City, Nathan had sought to escape the pull of its smoky tendrils. It was that same fear which propelled him into the Immortal body he now possessed. It was that same fear that had him fighting to remain.

But lately, in his sleep, the Darkness kept returning.

Not a dream. Not a hallucination. Not a figment of an overactive brain.

It actually appeared before him, speaking to a part of him beyond conscious thought, beyond words, beyond dream states. It spoke to his soul.

And with it, he often heard the horrid voice of the Cardinal — a rare Immortal, a Prime, one that had never lost his unique body, that had remained in control of his Immortality since the beginning, an original soul that continued on. “Mmmmm,” the Cardinal would say. “Does the worm hear me?”

Usually that moment contained enough fear to wake Nathan.

 

 

Before he opened his eyes, Nathan knew he rested on a couch in a foreign country. Since becoming an Immortal, he had been through much of the United States. He knew how the regional foods smelled, he knew how the different climates felt, and he knew the unique sounds that encompassed each area. None of those matched with what his senses told him about his current location. He smelled rich, spicy foods, felt wet heat and a soft breeze, and he heard the machine gun delivery of Spanish spoken well.

Nathan remembered some high school Spanish — enough to decipher when a voice said, “He’s awake, sir.”

As Nathan opened his eyes, he saw the brown face of an older man, balding up top and gray in his mustache. The man backed away with a syringe in his hand. Only then did Nathan feel the prick on his neck.

He sat up. His muscles ached but overall, he felt rather well and rested. He was in a gorgeously decorated home — beautiful woods on the floors and walls, large windows open to cool the house, Hispanic culture represented in every painting, flower pot, and piece of furniture. It was the home of a wealthy person, somebody who liked to flaunt their wealth.

“Good afternoon, Mr. K,” a voice said in heavily-accented English.

He twisted back to find a man standing by another bank of open windows. The man wore a tan suit of light cloth, a tweed hat, and sunglasses. His stomach protruded from too much eating and he smoked a cigar. Though he looked to be in his late-30s, Nathan noticed a hardness to the man’s face that spoke of aged wisdom.

The man puffed on his cigar for a moment before stepping closer to Nathan. “Welcome to my lovely home. Thank you for coming.”

“I didn’t have much choice.” Nathan rubbed his neck. “Care to tell me what country your lovely home is in?”

The man chuckled. “Colombia. The true land of opportunity. I know you Americans like to think that it is your country, and it was once, but no more. America has become an opportunity only for those with the right connections and the right bank balances. But here, a gutter rat can become a king if only he has the will to make it happen.”

Nathan noticed a group of framed photographs standing at attention along a shelf. Each one showed this same man posed with different groups, many of which were armed with assault rifles of various types. “Ah, you’re a drug dealer.”

The man walked over to Nathan and put out his hand. “I am Bennie Bracato. And yes, I manufacture and distribute cocaine in bulk and other products worldwide. In most countries, my product is illegal, but I really am nothing more than a businessman trying to make money through honest dealings with those who desire what I offer.”

Nathan didn’t bother arguing the point. He must have made a face, though, because Bennie went on, “You doubt me? Let me ask you something. In the 1920s, during the Prohibition, all those manufacturers of alcohol were illegal dealers like me — men who were feared and looked down upon. Once the law changed, they all simply became regular folks. Yes? Nobody is scared or disgusted to be in the home of an Anheuser-Bush employee. And right now, your country is altering its stance on marijuana. Give it a few years, and all those drug dealers selling joints will become respected and wealthy businessman.”

“I don’t think cocaine will ever get that treatment.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that the only thing making my profession distasteful to some is that politicians decided to make it so. It’s really all a matter of perspective.” Gesturing to the man holding the syringe, Bennie said, “This is Doctor Fox. He could tell you all the medicinal benefits to my product.”

“Really? What kind of doctor recommends highly-addictive drugs to his patients?”

“Oh, well, he doesn’t have any other patients but me. Of course, if I need him to do so, he will put a needle into anybody I ask.”

Nathan eyed Doctor Fox. Bennie’s threat lacked all subtlety. “I see.”

“Good. That will make our business together go far easier.”

“I wasn’t aware we had any business.”

“We’re about to.” Bennie lowered his bulk next to Nathan — a show of power. Certainly, Bennie knew of Nathan’s fighting skill. He had to know that Nathan could kill him with one well-placed strike. Yet he sat with no fear. Pointing thoughtfully, Bennie went on, “I’m sure you have many questions and many more little American comments to make, but if you are smart, you’ll stay quiet. I will explain why you are here and why you will help me.”

Nathan remained still and silent.

“Ah, good. You are smart. Very good.” With a grunt, Bennie stood and walked over to a small cart. He poured himself a glass of scotch, and then lifted the bottle towards Nathan. Nathan declined. “It may have surprised you that I so openly accept what I do for a living. The men of the past in this country — the Escobars and Salazars and those of the Cali cartel — well, they all avoided directly discussing their business. They distanced themselves from what they did. I suppose it was a nod to the Italian Mafia, but I represent a new generation, and like all young men, I wish to do things better than before.

“I am not alone, either. All over this world there are young men and women rising through the violence of this business to emerge as the new leaders. And one morning as I stood in this very room, gazing out across the trees at the sky, I had an idea. I thought it would be better for all of us, if we worked together. We could form a new kind of cartel, one that did not know borders or racial bias.”

“You’re bringing diversity to drug dealing.” Nathan snapped his mouth shut. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I like that comment. And in a way, it is accurate. Others in the world agreed with me, too, and so we’ve been working hard for several years now to make this dream of mine a reality. We try to learn from the errors of our predecessors, and we adopt the best practices each of us has to offer. When our interests come into contact, we do our best to help each other out. Why? Because we’ve learned that no good comes from shooting bullets at each other. Better to split the profits of an area than to win the whole thing at the cost of those you love.”

Bennie paused, gazing into his glass as if a sorrowful event played out in the drink.

Finishing the scotch, Bennie returned to the couch. “All of which brings us to you. There is a matter that requires your talents. You see, while my new cartel has been quite successful at building the start of a distribution system, there is another that maintains a stranglehold on the United States — Miguel Marquez.”

Nathan tried to remain impassive, but his mind jumped at the name. Miguel Marquez ran the Marquez Family, some of the most dangerous cocaine dealers in the world. They made the bulk of their money sending drugs into the US, but their arms dealings stretched across the oceans into Europe, Asia, Africa, New Zealand, and Australia.

“You know the name,” Bennie said. “Good. That saves me time. Trust me that whatever stories you have heard about the ruthlessness of the Marquez Family, it is far worse. These people have no moral code, no empathy, nothing that could be considered a human emotion. They simply want to make money at all costs.”

Getting tired of Bennie’s meandering way, Nathan said, “I’m not an assassin.”

“The bodies you’ve left wherever you go suggest otherwise, but I’m not interested in you killing Miguel or members of his family. I have plenty of men to do that.”

“I thought you were building a cartel different from the past.”

“Sadly, some aspects of this business never seem to go away. However, if we can get rid of the Marquez Family, then perhaps our road ahead will be one with less carnage. I certainly hope so. Maintaining my own private army is expensive.” Bennie laughed too hard. “Your job is less bloody but no less difficult. I want the Marquez books.”

“Their financial books?”

“Exactly. All the computer files regarding everything they do. Those are far more damaging to the family than a bullet to Miguel’s head. I can use those files to destroy not only Miguel but anybody who wants to follow in his footsteps. And you are the perfect man for the job.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you killed the man I had in mind for the job. Threw him out of one of my private planes.”

Roy. Another Immortal that had attempted














































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





