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Maggie

––––––––
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Maggie found herself back where she’d started, a hospital bed, but now, she wasn’t the one lying unconscious with IVs protruding from her arm. Albertson snored quietly as Maggie stared at the blood seeping through the fresh gauze wrapped around his eyes and running down his cheeks like crimson tears. He was not taken to the hull and tortured as Ryna had so maliciously implied. Instead, Pinkerton and Abubakar had carried Albertson into this room, where a crude medical station had been prepared. They cleaned the old man’s wounds and replaced the gauze. Maggie studied the politician. She’d known something was off, even perverse, about him even before Pinkerton had told her what he was doing with Dr. Lane’s synthetic bodies, but despite his flaws, she still pitied him. 

Before meeting Dr. Lane and having the operation, her life had been simple. But it turned out that Dr. Lane wasn’t a medical miracle worker at all. She had hired a miracle worker, Delphin Esteban, a witch doctor from New Orleans. Dr. Lane’s “surgery” had really been a ceremony designed to transfer Maggie’s soul from her old, cancer-ridden body to a young synthetic body with emerald hair. The doctor had wanted to pass the black magic off as science, so she could sell her synthetic bodies. Dr. Lane and her lab were destroyed, and now, Maggie was living in a world of shadows and questions, questions for which she had no answers. She didn’t even know if there were answers, so there was nothing she could tell her mind to help it cope with this brand-new world.  Maggie shook her head and said, “Best not to think about it. My old life is gone.”

Despite her words, a flood of memories and emotions overwhelmed her. She bent over in her folding chair, letting her head hang between her knees, her chest heaving as she fought back a sudden wave of tears. Gone! Gone! some inner voice shouted like it was accusing her of stealing something. Ashley, Robert, Ray, gone! All because you weren’t gracious enough to die!

“Stop it,” she whispered to herself. “This is useless.”

But the memories persisted. Images of her children, the lab, Dr. Lane, and Ray—both as an old man and as the shell he’d stolen for a short time—appeared and vanished in her mind’s eye. Would she see her children again? Would she ever die and see Ray as he was when they were young, and the world wasn’t quite so . . . complicated? Would God even let her see Ray if she didn’t accept his religion?

She straightened and looked down at the Bible she was still holding, the one she’d found by Robert’s hospital bed. She’d completely forgotten about the book, although she’d cradled it to her chest ever since she’d gotten inside Pinkerton’s car. She remembered Ray saying that Psalms was his favorite book because it gave him comfort. She had nothing else better to do and needed to fill her mind with something besides memories, so she opened the Bible to the Book of Psalms and read the first chapter. She didn’t understand any of it and felt an urge to toss the book across the room, but before she could slam the Bible shut, her daughter’s last words echoed in her mind.

Be brave, Mom. 

Maggie thought back to when she was standing on F.A.T.A.L.’s deck less than an hour earlier, listening to her daughter’s voice. Maggie knew she’d talked to her daughter for some time, but she felt like they’d hardly spoken when Ryna said that was enough and forced her to say goodbye to her little girl. Maggie knew they didn’t have long. The FBI or somebody was listening to their conversation and was probably trying to find a way to trace Ryna’s satellite phone, but the moment Ryna took the phone from her hand, Maggie found herself hating the woman.

After returning the phone to the crazy woman, she’d refused to cry, which was probably why she was crying now, but she couldn’t afford self-pity. She had to be brave because her daughter told her to. If Ray had found strength in the Bible, then she should at least try to do the same. She’d read one more chapter. If the book didn’t calm her by then, she’d try something else.

Maggie lifted her head, checking the old bureaucrat. He was breathing, and the machines continued to beep, reminding her of when the cancer had all but devoured her former shell. Maggie grimaced, returned her attention to the Bible, and began reading, shifting in her folding chair as she stared at yet another passage she couldn’t comprehend.

Why do the heathen rage,
and the people imagine a vain thing?
The kings of the earth set themselves,
and the rulers take counsel together,
against the Lord, and against his 

anointed, saying,
Let us break their bands asunder,
and cast away their cords from us.

He that sitteth in the heavens shall laugh: 

the Lord shall have them in derision.

She shook her head as a wave of rage replaced her grief. Here she was, attempting to ask God for help, and Ray’s book could only confuse her. It didn’t matter if she stared at this verse—or the whole book, for that matter—until Judgment Day. She’d still have no idea what it was saying. Was God at war with the kingdoms of the world? Why was He mocking them? And what was so wrong about breaking chains and throwing off shackles? Whose chains were the kings breaking?

Maggie lowered her head onto the flimsy pages and sighed. When Ray possessed one of the bodies to save his wife’s life, Maggie had told him she believed, and on some level, she did. There was no choice. The very fact that a witch doctor had carried her soul from her previous dying frame to this new temple, made of who knew what, was proof of something greater than herself. After all, if there was a devil, then there must be a God. But believing and understanding were two different things, and when it came to grasping the supernatural, she was no closer to enlightenment than she’d been before this whole mess started. Then again, while she was standing over Delphin’s corpse, Pinkerton had told her everyone understands the supernatural the same way a child knows to throw the covers over his head when he or she is scared. Some deep id, a need to survive, revealed the rules of the underworld to the collective subconscious . . . or something like that. If Pinkerton’s words were true, then maybe her lack of understanding wasn’t due to her intellect but her stubbornness. Perhaps a part of her still refused to believe, but she couldn’t be sure.

Albertson groaned. Maggie looked up and saw the politician staring at her—or trying to, at least. “Who’s there?”

“It’s me,” Maggie said.

“Maggie?” Albertson smiled, then moistened his cracked lips and said, “Listen. You have to get me out of here.”

“I can’t. Pinkerton believes you know something. If you just tell him what it is, then he won’t let Ryna touch you.”

Albertson chuckled. “Maggie, do you realize what you just said? You told me all I need to do is talk. Is that the sort of person you’ve become? So soon?”

Maggie closed the Bible and gently placed it on the floor as she tried to think of a way to answer Albertson’s question. She didn’t want Ryna to torture him, and she had no doubt the crazy woman would, but the old man knew something. He had to. Did that make torturing him right? She didn’t think so. Albertson had done terrible things, but he’d lost his eyes. Surely that was punishment enough. Maybe she could reason with him. If she could convince him to talk to Pinkerton, there’d be no need for Ryna to get involved. She straightened and stared at the bloody gauze.

“Mr. Albertson,” she said calmly, trying to mimic the same motherly voice she’d used on Robert and Ashley when they were kids. It felt so strange hearing her new, young voice mock her old, formal tone. Still, she tried to maintain the act. “We know you molested the bodies. We think the reason the first demon entered the red-haired girl was because you were . . . attacking it the most. Your actions created some kind of link the demon used to possess her without a ceremony.”

Albertson threw his head back and laughed. His movement opened the wounds around his eyes even further. The tiny trickles of blood became two red streams running down his cheeks like he was sobbing. Maggie swallowed hard but kept her eyes on the old man. The theory sounded ridiculous, even to her, but it was true. She could still feel the cuts and bruises on her skin given by a horde of demons that had possessed Dr. Lane’s synthetic scraps. She’d felt their claws and teeth and hate. She’d heard Pinkerton scream. She’d heard her own screams, although at the time they sounded far away. Then she’d seen Ray; she’d seen her husband inside one of those bodies, and he’d saved their lives. It was true. No matter how much the bureaucrat laughed, it was all true.

Albertson took several deep breaths to calm himself. “Maggie, that’s insane. I don’t know what Pinkerton told you, but it’s crazy.”

“We saw you on tape,” Maggie lied. “The security guards didn’t scrub the footage.” Maggie felt a twinge of guilt as she told the fib, but something about the politician’s over-the-top manner told her he was lying, and she didn’t wish to argue.

Albertson stiffened. He turned his head and stared at the ceiling with eyes that were no longer there. “That’s unfortunate.” His voice dropped a couple octaves as he said the words, and he lifted his chin. Maggie blinked. She was speaking to a different person. This new man said, “I had your body as well, you know. Several times.”

Maggie swallowed and shivered. She’d suspected as much, but hearing the man say it out loud was something else entirely. She shook her head. “Why would you tell me something like that?”

“Isn’t that what you wanted, a confession? Well, I’ve confessed. Now, are you going to forgive me?”

The old man smiled, and Maggie felt her lips tighten in a frown and her cheeks grew hot. She took a deep breath and let out a long, even sigh. She’d lived on this earth for ninety years. Her family life had been good but not perfect, and she’d been goaded by her husband and insulted by her children long enough to know a distraction when she saw it.

“Sir,” she said, firmly. “This conversation has nothing to do with you and me. I’m trying to help. If you give Pinkerton what he wants, then Ryna won’t hurt you, and given the way you’ve just reacted to my accusation, I’d say a woman holding power over you is something you’d take very hard. You asked me a moment ago if I’d become a thug. Not at all. If Ryna does torture you, it’s no more than you deserve. But I’d rather not see that. I’d rather you help us. Whatever you’ve done, if you tell the truth, I won’t judge you, and I’ll help you as best I can.” 

“That’s very sweet. But I have some advice for you . . . young lady.”

“I’m thirty years your senior,” Maggie snapped.

“No. You’re young, so young. Do you know what you were when you entered that lab? A sheep. A sleeping lamb. Do you think demons are the only monsters that lurk in the night? Has Pinkerton told you everything he’s done? You think I tremble because I’m offended by the idea of a woman torturing me? No, ma’am. I know why Ryna is crazy. I’ve ate dinner with the men who drove her mad, and I know how eager she is to share what she’s endured.” Albertson raised himself up with his elbows and, somehow, met Maggie’s eyes. The bloody gauze made it seem as if she was gazing at a cyclops—or a blind prophet. “This is not your world.” 

Maggie forced herself to continue staring at the crimson eye and said, “If you know what she can do, then why not tell me the truth?”

“Because I’m giving you the chance to go home, Maggie Stone. If you run, I won’t judge you, and I’ll help you as best I can.”

Someone cleared their throat. Maggie turned and saw Pinkerton standing in the doorway, smoke dancing around his face as he puffed on his green pipe. “Ah, you’re awake,” he chirped. “Good, but you may as well go back to sleep, Albertson. Ryna won’t start on you until we’ve docked.”

“You’ll regret this, Pinkerton!” Albertson spat.

Pinkerton sighed. “You shouldn’t have lied to us, Robert. You must have known that, sooner or later, I’d realize you were involved.”

“You know I can’t tell you anything.”

“You can tell us something, and I’m mainly interested in what part you had to play in Silas Black’s escape, and I’d also like to know if you have Dr. Lane’s body plans, or if somebody else has them.”

“I didn’t—”

Pinkerton raised his hand. “Not now. I need to speak with Maggie. You’ll continue this conversation with Ryna.” Pinkerton looked at Maggie. “Follow me, if you don’t mind.”

Maggie stood and met Pinkerton in the hallway. Once outside the makeshift hospital room, Maggie noticed the ship rocking back and forth and placed a hand on the wall to stabilize herself. F.A.T.A.L.’s cabin hallway was dreary. The walls of sheet metal bolted in place and the old wooden doors and floorboards gave the ship an industrial feel. The fluorescent bulbs overhead weren’t as ominous as the lights hanging down the halls of Dr. Lane’s lab, but they still cast a greenish hue that made everyone look like they were seasick. 

Maggie took a moment to check the young man. He’d suffered just as bad a beating as she had back at the lab. His gaunt face was pale. His curly blond bangs drooped as if something were pulling them to the floor. Dark circles surrounded his eyes, and the cane he leaned on seemed to bend with his weight. Still, the cocky grin he almost always wore remained on his face. Maggie had yet to decide if the arrogant demeanor was an act or if he was unaware of his frailty. Pinkerton tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. His grin grew.

“I’m fine,” he said, gently. “I’m just tired. Not everyone heals as quickly as you.”

Maggie nodded, but she wasn’t sure she believed him.

Pinkerton closed the door to Albertson’s room, then turned back to her. “You got him to break character. Impressive.”

Maggie smiled. “I think he won the exchange. He had me shaking by the end.”

“I know. That’s why I pulled you out . . . well, it’s one reason.”

“How long were you listening?”

“I’ve been standing outside the hall for around ten minutes.” He met her eyes. “I don’t remember much about my family. I mostly just remember my dad, so I can’t pretend to know what you’re feeling. The only thing I can tell you is that you’re not the first person who’s been on this boat after their world crumbled beneath their feet, and you won’t be the last. The pain fades. It always does.”

Maggie nodded automatically. She didn’t think the pain would ever go away. She thought it might bore itself into her psyche like a parasite. She’d learn to live with it, but the pain would always be there. And she realized the horrible truth was that she wanted it to remain. It was the last connection to her family, her old life.

Pinkerton watched her for a moment, then frowned. “I guess that didn’t help much.”  

“You’re trying. It’s enough.” She pointed a thumb at the door. “I think Ryna scares him.”

Pinkerton chuckled. “She scares everybody.”

“What happened to her? He implied she went through . . . something bad.”

“Torture. The worse kind. But we’ll talk about it later. Before sending you to watch Albertson, I received a call. We’re leaving. Ryna and Abubakar are going to meet with Logan and continue the investigation on their own.”

Maggie blinked. “Did you get another case?”

Pinkerton shook his head. “Not exactly. Someone very powerful asked a favor.”

“A favor? Pinkerton, Silas is a serial killer. Shouldn’t stopping him be more important?”

“I’m afraid not. This is . . . well, it’s a big deal. We’re going to need her help, and she never asks for anything. This is our chance to gain some leverage.”

“I think saving lives should be more important.”

“We are.” Pinkerton turned and started down the hall. “Come on. Abubakar and Ryna are waiting.”

Maggie followed Pinkerton. He led her to the wheelhouse where a giant old-fashioned helm was mounted to a long dashboard, which wrapped around the opposite wall and was filled with countless dials and buttons. Above the dashboard, windows surrounded the room, allowing sunlight to dissipate the ship’s greenish hue. A partition wall began to their right and ended halfway between the hallway door and helm. In front of the wall, Abubakar and Ryna both sat on a bench. Their postures spoke volumes about them. Abubakar had the darkest shade of skin Maggie had ever seen. He was large and muscular, wearing a green vest with no shirt underneath and brown cargo pants. The black goatee around his lips only served to further accent his stoic appearance, but the man was really a gentle giant. When Maggie had met Abubakar after escaping the lab, the large man had smiled at her, and it was the warmest smile Maggie had ever seen.

Ryna sat with her arms and legs crossed and her head leaning against the wall. The large brim of her black hat was pulled over her nose. Her long blonde hair spilled over her shoulders. Her body was hidden beneath a black duster. Underneath the duster, she wore a bulletproof vest and black cargo pants. Her holstered guns hung at her sides. While she slept, she twitched and shifted on the bench. Maggie thought of a sleeping raccoon snarling and hissing as it chased something in its dreams. The woman was beautiful, but her soft features reminded Maggie of a feral scavenger instead of a delicate and gentle creature. There was only one word that could adequately describe the woman—rabid. 

Pinkerton and Maggie stepped through the doorway and stood in front of them. Abubakar sat up and regarded Pinkerton with a polite nod while Ryna sprang to her feet suddenly, pulling the hat over her forehead as she snorted. Maggie blinked, stunned. The woman didn’t look groggy but like she’d chugged several cups of coffee all at once. Her eyes darted around the room then they rested on Pinkerton, and she relaxed, sitting back down on the bench and leaning against the wall and crossing her arms and legs again. 

“Finally,” she said, smiling a tooth-filled grin that reminded Maggie of a hissing possum. “Logan’s meeting us in Burlington. We’ll return to Des Moines after I’ve dealt with the pervert.” She leaned forward, her smile turning to a reprimanding scowl. “But, honestly, Pinkerton, I’d feel better if we docked in St. Louis. Burlington isn’t all that big. We’ll be easy to spot if we were tailed.”

“We weren’t tailed,” Pinkerton said. “But even if we were, I’m afraid it’s a risk we’d have to take.”

“Why?” Ryna asked.

“Madeline called.”

Both Abubakar and Ryna straightened, their faces growing pale. Maggie wondered how dangerous this woman must’ve been to cause a lunatic like Ryna to feel fear.

“That’s a big fish,” Ryna said.

“What did she want?” Abubakar asked.

“She’s vulnerable,” Pinkerton said. “She’s lost nearly all of her herd, so she’s been forced to remain in Italy to . . . restock.”

“Okay,” Ryna said. “Not seeing how that’s our problem.”

“One of her sheep turned and is heading for Tulsa, Oklahoma. She wants us to retrieve it and take it to the ranch in Montana.”

Abubakar shook his head. “Pinkerton, this is a complicated case. Silas has thirty bodies he can use at any moment. Without your help, I don’t know if we can identify him.”

“It’s a problem,” Pinkerton said. “But this has to take precedence.” Pinkerton paused and puffed on his pipe. “This sheep fed on Madeline’s reserve.”

Ryna and Abubakar fell silent for a moment, staring at Pinkerton with wide eyes. Finally, Abubakar said, “She’s a newborn.”

“Which makes her a time bomb,” Ryna added.

Pinkerton nodded.

Ryna stood up. “Okay, if Madeline’s telling the truth, you’ll need an army. She’s just as powerful as Marcus. If some lamb has her abilities, then there’s no way you can predict what she’s going to do. Your brain will be useless against something like that, and the goofy silver knife in your cane won’t do you much good. I’m coming with you.”

Pinkerton smiled. “That’s very sweet, Ryna, but I have a better solution.” He turned to Maggie. “We have this lost lamb’s weakness.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Silas

––––––––
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“You don’t need to do this,” the voice said.

Silas turned from the mirror and faced the woman he’d killed. What was her name again? Didn’t she have a kid with her? He couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter.

“Of course I do,” Silas said. “They’re onto me, and I never liked Jimmy anyway.”

“It’s a waste of time,” the murdered woman insisted. “The bodies aren’t important.”

Silas scowled at the corpse and turned back to Jimmy’s mirror. He didn’t care for the look of this male. He preferred the women, but he needed one of the male bodies tonight because he wanted to scare Jimmy before breaking his neck. If he used one of the female bodies, Jimmy might consider it a fine way to go.

“You must listen to us,” another voice said.

Silas groaned and glared at the second woman standing beside the first. They always showed up as women, but he didn’t remember killing so many. There were three women before Rockefeller had found him. But after becoming one of the old billionaire’s assassins, Silas remembered killing mostly men—mostly. Then again, he’d been in prison for some time, and maybe the transfer devices were scrambling his memory. Whatever the case was, the creatures seemed to think he’d be more likely to listen to them if they showed up as attractive girls. The tactic might’ve worked if they’d actually appeared as regular females. But instead, they always appeared as dead corpses with red eyes and bluish skin. The needle-like teeth didn’t help matters either. Between the eyes, the skin, and the tattered rags they wore, which showed plenty but not everything, they looked like bodies that had been floating in a river for a week. These ghost women were certainly trim, fit corpses, but corpses nonetheless, and attractive or not, Silas wasn’t about to listen to the dead. Death meant losing. One did not take advice from losers, from prey.

But, that being said, Silas didn’t believe these creatures were the spirits of his victims. They wanted to look like something approximating his victims, but the smell gave them away. They didn’t reek of dead flesh but of rotting eggs, an equally unpleasant smell to be sure, but the odor didn’t match the situation. He suspected that these creatures were trying to imitate a combination of beauty and familiarity, but they couldn’t do either. They were too warped, which was just as well because he was warped too.

“I’ve listened to you plenty,” Silas growled. “Tonight, we’re doing things my way.”

“Will you need our help?”

Silas raised an eyebrow. “You’ve never helped before. Can you?”

The dead women smiled, and the two became twenty. Each woman had a wound. Silas blinked. Something was off. Some of the wounds were bullet holes—that was fine—but other girls had slashes and punctures. That couldn’t have been right. He’d only killed three does as a serial killer, and, back then, he thought he remembered using a knife—maybe; again, his brain was beginning to feel like scrambled eggs on a skillet—but after the three, Rockefeller and Rothschild had found him and forced him to use a rifle. They’d turned him into a sniper, and the key to his success as a hitman had been staying as far away from the scene of the crime as possible. He’d probably still be working had the two old billionaires not betrayed him. 

Silas closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh. He wasn’t about to let what might have been derail his focus. Not tonight. He opened his eyes, met the first demon woman’s toothy grin, and glowered at her teeth as he tried to remember what those inaccurate wounds were telling him. A couple seconds later, the intuition returned. He didn’t know if those wounds, like the women, were ghosts or an illusion, but his relationship with these creatures was superficial. Their congeniality was as fake as the wounds meant to mimic his memory. They weren’t telling him to spare Jimmy because they cared about the rat, him, or anything else. They had an agenda. He didn’t know what it was, and he didn’t think he’d ever find out, but they wanted something, and it may or may not be at his expense. He had to remember that, but more importantly, he had to remember how vital it was to make sure they didn’t realize he was onto them. He couldn’t be nice because they’d take him for a rat—no fools were they. But he couldn’t run them off either because he wasn’t entirely sure what they were capable of. He had to be cold, but ultimately agreeable, at least to an extent. He was playing a dangerous game with these harpies, and normally, he wouldn’t have minded the challenge, but he didn’t have the foggiest clue about the rules or how to call things off. 

“We might think of something,” the women said in unison.

Silas shook his head. “Four months ago, you were nothing but shadows darting across the walls. Now, you’re a horde. What’s changed?”

“You have,” the first woman said. “My name was Rachel, by the way. I noticed you were having trouble remembering.”

An image of one of his first kills as Rockefeller’s assassin flashed through his mind, and Silas understood who the harpy wanted him to remember as Rachel. But that wasn’t right. Her name had been Jilly or Tally or something. The only reason he remembered the woman at all was because he’d thought her name had sounded ridiculous. But the harpy, Rachel, was trying to pull some kind of mind trick. It was trying to plant an inaccurate memory inside a real one. The name Rachel meant something different entirely. If not for him, then for her. If Silas were to guess—and he thought he had a pretty good chance of being right because something about this harpy reminded him of himself—then he’d say that the name “Rachel” was some kind of inside joke for the demon.

Still, Silas smiled. “Rachel, that’s right. Owed money, gunshot wound to the head. Had a kid. Wouldn’t stop crying so I shot him too. Why didn’t you bring him?”

Rachel laughed. “If I’d brought the whelp, you’d feel manipulated.”

“And I don’t now?”

Rachel frowned. She seemed hurt. “I certainly hope not. We’ve been good to you, so far.”

Silas laughed. “You have. But you also have an angle.”

Rachel tsked. “So cynical.”

“Perhaps,” Silas said. He sighed and eyed his harem of corpses. “Look, I don’t much care what your angle is, but tonight is for me. I don’t want any help. We can play your games after I’m done. Buzz off.”

His harem laughed like schoolgirls . . . exactly like schoolgirls. These things needed to watch a movie. They sucked at the whole mimicry routine. 

“As you wish,” they said in unison and vanished.

Silas shook his head and stared back into the mirror. Was he insane? Probably. Did it matter? Not really. He turned, eyed the door, and scanned the apartment, a studio with brown carpet, chairs, a bed with a brown comforter, and red walls. The thing was ugly, probably a cheap rental with a monthly lease. Jimmy wouldn’t be here much longer, but his keycard worked, so he was still living in the dump, hoping he could find Silas before the old men became more involved. Well, wish granted.

The two old billionaires’ plan had been straightforward. Silas had both the physical ability to move the merchandise quickly and an understanding of the lab’s layout. Delphin had access to the lab, and Jimmy was in charge of transportation. Rockefeller and Rothschild had eventually made the call to Delphin, and Silas had let Jimmy into the theater. Together, they’d stolen the bodies, devices, and plans from the lab and had left the old theater while Delphin stayed behind to clean up whatever evidence remained. He was the janitor after all, so it seemed appropriate.

Once they’d reached a hotel, Silas had managed to convince Jimmy to let him guard the merchandise while they laid low. Really, there was no reason to lay low. Nobody was going to be looking for two men with a bunch of naked mannequins in coffins, but Jimmy was an idiot. It hadn’t taken Silas long to terrify the simpleton with tall tales of secret occult policemen roaming the night, using demons to uncover crimes. Jimmy was prone to believing in such nonsense because he was one of the old billionaires’ henchmen, and the pair was obsessed with occultism. Silas had told Jimmy he was the only one who could ensure the safety of the merchandise, and Jimmy had believed him. Unfortunately for Jimmy, Silas had decided two years in jail wasn’t worth the paycheck, so he’d split. Silas was honestly surprised Jimmy was still alive. Normally, the old billionaires would’ve killed someone for such incompetence. 

Silas stared into the eyes of the man he currently indwelled, one of Dr. Lane’s bodies. Had taking them really been worth it? Once he’d decided to betray Rockefeller and Rothschild, he’d originally wanted to use them to go back to his former hobby of killing “does,” but he’d been unable to complete a hunt. There was a problem. The more he used the bodies, the more . . . disconnected he felt. It turned out there was a limit to how many times he could jump from one body to the next. He didn’t know what that limit was exactly, but Dr. Lane’s transfer devices were scrambling his brains, which was a problem because his brains were already scrambled to begin with. But that wasn’t the only issue. The more he used the bodies, the more his harem showed up. They didn’t start out as a harem. They’d started out as shadows dancing on the walls. Then they’d turned into black figures standing over his bed at night, staring down at him as he tried to sleep. Eventually, they’d begun talking, and in the beginning, their voices were distorted, even alien-sounding. Their inflection was off. They’d always put the wrong emphasis on the wrong syllable, and they’d sounded like their mouths were filled with gravel. But over time, their words became more human, and eventually, they began showing up as the dead women. He couldn’t remember the exact timeline for all this, but he knew the more he used the transfer devices, the more active the women became. So, he’d decided that his first plan of using the bodies to become an uncatchable serial killer wouldn’t work. 

Selling the lot was the only sensible option; therefore, he planned to rid himself of the temptation. But first, he’d enjoy a little vengeance. Two years was far too long. He didn’t think he could ring the necks of his benefactors, Rockefeller and Rothschild, so Jimmy would have to do.  

As for his harem, he was fine with their current arrangement, but if he kept using the bodies, then sooner or later, those entities would be able to do more than just show up as some bizarre manifestations. They might hurt him. As things stood, they were tigers on the other end of a cage, but the bars were growing thinner, and once the tigers knew they could bust out, they’d rip him to pieces. 

He also needed to get rid of Dr. Lane’s plans. The little flash drive was too much of a hot potato to keep around. Silas hadn’t paid much attention to the flash drive. He wasn’t a biologist or a chemist, so he doubted he could’ve understood the drive’s contents anyway. But he wasn’t about to get rid of anything without making some money, something to make up for his two years in prison, and if he was lucky, something that could set him up for life. He had a plan to accomplish this: an auction to sell the devices, plans, and bodies all in one go. Everything had been arranged. He only needed to meet with one more lowlife and, after that, simply show up at the auction with the merchandise. But someone had broken into one of his apartments, the one he’d been moving into, and taken one of the doctor’s transfer devices and two of the bodies. It had to be Rockefeller and Rothschild. Jimmy had probably located him and sent word to a few of the billionaires’ lackeys. Des Moines was fairly close to the lab, so it wasn’t a stretch to think Jimmy could’ve tracked him down, which meant he needed to kill the rat before he sold everything and disappeared.

The doorknob rattled. Silas turned, moved from the mirror to the chair he’d scooted in front of the door, and sat down. Jimmy—a thin, wiry man with a wispy mustache, the quintessential rat—stepped into the apartment a second later and froze, staring at him.

“Who are you?” Jimmy asked.

“Don’t you recognize me . . . old friend?” 

Jimmy narrowed his eyes. “Silas?”

Silas nodded, but he didn’t like that Jimmy had recognized him so quickly. It must’ve been something about his voice or mannerisms. He felt warmth rise in his cheeks. Even with a new body for every day of the month, people could still tell it was him. Not good. But he didn’t let the aggravation show. He remained still and waited for Jimmy’s reaction.

Jimmy’s face went white, but rather than bounding down the hallway like a spooked deer, he scowled. “We’ve been looking for you! You double-crossed us! We had a good deal! I’m sorry they left you in prison, but it wasn’t my call. And it’s not like you didn’t benefit from it. You’ll probably live forever.”

“That doesn’t matter. They left me to rot! If your bosses hadn’t decided to use me as a guinea pig, I would still be sitting in that cell!” 

“Not true,” Jimmy said. “We would’ve found other uses for you.”

Silas scoffed. “Hardly. What use is a burned assassin?”

Jimmy raised his hand. “Silas. You were good. No one denies that. But you were slipping.”

“One!” Silas shouted, standing up from his chair. “I killed one doe while in their employ, and I’d killed three before they found me. Four women. One screw-up doesn’t prove a lack of control, no matter what the old man says.”

Jimmy put a finger over his lips, then turned and closed the door behind him. The fool. “What’s the matter with you! Are you crazy?”

When Jimmy said the word “crazy,” five of the women materialized and stepped out from opposite corners of the room. They surrounded Jimmy, who couldn’t see them, inspecting the rat like he was a fresh meal.

Rachel turned to Silas. “You’re going to kill him, right? Do you want to watch how he reacts when he sees us? He won’t see us like you do. He’ll see the real us. You’ll love it!” She clasped her hands over her breast like an excited maiden.

“Shut up,” Silas hissed at them in his mind.

Rachel frowned. “But we’re bored. We want to stick around.”

“Then stick around, but don’t talk to me. It’s distracting.”

Rachel sighed. “You’re no fun, Silas.” She and the other girls continued inspecting Jimmy. Silas did his best to ignore them, but despite his efforts, Jimmy noticed his eyes as they shifted from one girl to the next.

“What are you looking at?” Jimmy asked.

Silas glowered at him. “Your options.”

Jimmy rolled his eyes. Silas felt his body tense like he was about to pounce on the fool, but he took a breath and told himself to wait. “You should be worried, Jimmy. You’re alone.”

“Silas, you’re not going to kill me,” Jimmy said plainly. “The old men have resources you can’t imagine. They’d find you and make an example of you, extra bodies or not.” He smiled, but his lips twitched a little. The rat was scared. “This doesn’t have to turn ugly. You’re here, and I assume you still have the plans, devices, and bodies?”

“Of course.”

“Can I also assume you weren’t stupid enough to make copies of the plans? That could be very bad for you.”

“I’ve been so busy running I forgot to buy a computer,” Silas said, grinning. “No problem there, but you better offer me something special, Jimmy. Really special, because I don’t think even Rockefeller and Rothschild could match the offers I’ve received.”

Jimmy’s eyes grew wide. “You didn’t.”

“Oh, you better believe it, you little shit.” 

“How did you even convince anyone?”

“I showed them.”

“You what? That would take a jump!” 

“On camera,” Silas said just to make sure Jimmy got his point.

Jimmy took a step forward, wagging a finger at him like a teacher scolding a student. “Silas, multiple jumps haven’t been tried before. We don’t know what they’d do to you.”  Then his eyes widened, and he took a step back toward the door. “How many?”

Silas shrugged. “More than two, less than fifteen.”

Jimmy shook his head. “Have you been . . . seeing things?”

Silas regarded the five women who were looking at him, their hands cupped over their mouths as they giggled. “Not a thing.”

Jimmy sighed and lowered his arms. Silas was a little surprised. The rat seemed more concerned about the jumps than the auction. Did the fool actually care for him? 

Jimmy said, “Listen, before you do something stupid, let’s at least try to work this out. I know you’re mad, and maybe you have a right to be, but I’m not the one responsible for what happened to you, and I can give you something that might be worth more than money.”

“And what’s that?”

“Information.”

Silas grinned, sat back down in the chair, and crossed his legs. “I’m listening.”

Jimmy, keeping his eyes on Silas, slowly moved toward his bed and sat at the foot of the mattress. The dead women sat around him. He took a deep breath and said, “The lab’s been destroyed.”

Silas raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Yes. Albertson called one of the Pinkertons, the one with the limp, and hired him to find you. This Pinkerton spent months looking for you, but then Albertson randomly asked him to return to the lab. Something must’ve happened because the Pinkerton destroyed the lab and kidnapped Albertson. We don’t know why. All we know for sure is that Dr. Lane and most of her staff are dead. So, the bodies you have in your possession are it. And assuming you really didn’t make duplicates, you have the last known copy of Dr. Lane’s plans, unless Albertson copied them as well, but he never told us if he did.”

Silas chewed on that statement for a moment. “Albertson sent someone after me?”

“It’s a little more complicated than that. Rockefeller decided to use the theft as a way to lure the Pinkerton out into the open. They have a thing going. Apparently, this Pinkerton loves a good mystery and didn’t realize Albertson was connected to Rockefeller and Rothschild. The plan was to use the Pinkerton to find you, then they wanted to kill him and probably you as well.” Jimmy paused. “Two more things. One: the Pinkerton is telling all your old cell buddies that Albertson is with one of his teams. I think he still wants to find you and is trying to use Albertson as bait, which means he still doesn’t know about Albertson’s connection to Rockefeller and Rothschild. Two: before the lab collapsed, Dr. Lane transferred another person into a body. A housewife, Maggie Stone.”

“Is that it?” 

“Yes.”

“Good,” Silas grinned. “Well, I have to say, this is all very interesting, Jimmy. But why should I care?”

Jimmy blinked. “I—I thought you might want to know how Rockefeller’s hunting you, and since the lab is gone, I figured you would want to find a way to make more bodies yourself. Albertson is better connected than either of us. He could find chemists, biologists, whoever, to read Dr. Lane’s plans and create more of them. Also, this Maggie Stone might know more about how to make the transfer as well. She might be useful, so I thought I’d mention her. You say you’ve felt no side effects from the transfers, so it stood to reason you’d want to make more, you know, to further hide your identity when you started your killing spree, especially since you’re selling some of the bodies and devices.”

Silas threw back his head and laughed. “You idiot! I’m not selling some of the merchandise. I’m selling all of it. The plans, the devices, the bodies, the whole thing!”

The color drained from Jimmy’s face again. “W—Why? That’s not like you. You killed for the thrill. The money we gave you was a bonus.”

Silas smiled and looked at the corpses sitting around the dead man’s bed. “Things change, Jimmy.”

Silas stood.

“We’ll pay you more!” Jimmy screamed.

“And yet the more they change, the more they stay the same.”

Jimmy bolted for the door, but Silas was seven feet tall, and in less than three steps, he cut the rat off and grabbed him by his wiry black hair. Jimmy shrieked. Silas punched him in the mouth. Then Jimmy couldn’t shriek anymore because he was too busy choking on his teeth.

Silas threw Jimmy on the bed and sat on him, pinning him to the mattress. Jimmy writhed and squirmed under his weight, but Silas hardly noticed. The rat threw a few weak punches, but he might as well have been punching a tree. Silas grabbed the rat’s throat and began to squeeze but not too hard. It had to last. Jimmy grunted and wept as he continued to squirm and writhe under Silas’ body. He clawed and punched for a time, but soon, his arms fell limp on the bed. At last, the rat coughed up a few teeth and let out a long gurgling sigh. His body went still.

When Silas was finished, he let out a sigh of his own and returned to the chair. He sat down and listened for footsteps in the hall. None came. Then he turned and regarded the women who’d sat quietly the entire time. He was thankful they’d been silent for the procedure, but he thought they might have been enjoying the murder in their own way. Their cheeks looked flushed despite being corpses.

Rachel smiled at him. “That was lovely,” she said, panting. “Now for something better. Watch.”

Silas did. A glowing orb rose from Jimmy’s corpse, and after a moment, a translucent form of a naked Jimmy floated over the bed. He turned his head left and right, confused. Then he looked down at the women and screamed. The women burst with laughter. Jimmy lifted his head up and tried to float away, but two of the corpse women on either side of Rachel snatched his legs, their pointed teeth chomping, blood dripping from their chins as they howled with laughter. The two who’d grabbed the rat began to sink into the bed as if it were a shallow pool. Jimmy clawed at the ceiling, but he, too, sank into the mattress. When Jimmy was up to his neck in comforter, he turned and stared at Silas with wide eyes, as if he were begging for help. Silas only waved at him, and Jimmy’s head was buried under brown fabric. Silas watched as his arms descended under the comforter, writhing like plants in a hurricane until they disappeared. Smoke rose from the bed, and the smell of sulfur filled his nostrils.

Silas leaned back in his chair, staring up at the ceiling, and let out another long, satisfied sigh. “You’re right,” he said. “That was . . . lovely.”

“Do you need a cigarette?” Rachael asked.

Silas turned to her and the two laughed. Their laughter lasted a long while. Finally, Rachel’s grin disappeared, and she met Silas’ eyes. 

Silas straightened in his chair.

“Albertson is a problem,” she said.

“How? As long as I don’t take the Pinkerton’s bait, I’m fine.”

Rachel shook her head. “He has information which might be useful for Pinkerton’s team.”

“Let them have it. I’m almost done. What can they do if I sell everything? They’ll never find me.”

“These things have ripple effects, Silas. I don’t think our enemy knows the right questions to ask yet, but Albertson knows more than he realizes, and once he sees which way the wind is blowing, he’ll tell them everything he can think of. I know you don’t care what happens to Rockefeller and Rothschild, but the enemy’s champion is set against them, and the old men’s fall would have ramifications for you. It is within your interest to kill Albertson.”

“How am I supposed to do that? I don’t even know where this ‘team’ is hiding him.”

Rachel smiled. “We can find them. It won’t take long.” She and the two women who remained stood. “Come now, what’s one more murder between friends?”

Silas stared at the mattress. Smoke continued to rise from the comforter. “Well”—he tilted his head toward the bed—“I wouldn’t mind seeing that again.”

“You shall,” Rachael said, smiling. “And you’ll see much more.”
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Logan

––––––––
[image: ]


Logan stopped halfway up the gangplank and threw his overnight bag over his shoulder. He looked back at the U-Haul he’d driven from Des Moines, which was parked in a lot about a hundred yards to his right. Had he cleaned everything? He thought so. It wasn’t likely the cops would be snooping around the vehicle anytime soon, but the fact that the U-Haul would be abandoned in the parking lot for a few days might be enough to cause somebody to investigate the vehicle. But even if a cop went as far as to check the truck for DNA, his genetic records were buried in a digital storage container labeled unknown. They’d never find them or him. Still, he didn’t like being so careless—if checking a U-Haul twice could be considered careless—but he was in a hurry. He needed to reach F.A.T.A.L.’s wheelhouse and talk to Abubakar before Ryna finished “doing her thing.”

As he stepped onto the deck, Logan ran through the myriad of problems the recovered coffin and bodies of Dr. Lane presented. First, the bodies weren’t decomposing. He’d decapitated the damn things an hour after he’d found them in Silas’ newest apartment, and since then, he’d lugged them around, marveling at how Silas had had the patience to keep doing the same for almost eight months. A few days had passed since he’d found them, and the bodies were just as fresh as ever. They were no different than a shattered glass cup, inanimate pieces that remained the same. The phenomena must have something to do with the bodies being mostly synthetic, but Logan suspected there was more to it. He didn’t know what, but something should’ve been breaking down at this point. The muscles weren’t even suffering from rigor mortis. The more Logan thought about the problem, the more he was reminded of a science experiment he’d conducted as a kid. He’d put a pile of sugar and a pile of sweetener side by side on a sidewalk next to an anthill. After a few minutes, the ants swarmed the pile of sugar but left the sweetener alone. They sensed what humans couldn’t—danger. Those bodies represented a synthetic threat. 

Logan and his friends were walking through a mystery, and Pinkerton, their “brain,” had nearly gotten himself killed by a horde of these bodies. Then, as soon as he was able to walk again, he’d been called away to help a creature of the night. He, Abubakar, and Ryna were on their own, and while Logan considered himself every bit as intelligent as Pinkerton, their intellects were not the same. Pinkerton was creative and a master of deductive reasoning. Logan was good at two things, numbers and hacking. He could hack a vehicle. He could hack a computer. And he could read a chart faster than anyone in the room. When it came to codes, statistics, and calculations, there was no need for creativity or deduction because everything he needed already existed in front of him. He just had to find it. Give him a graph; give him a code! Just don’t give him a damn mystery. Don’t make him have to search for something that might not be there. How were they supposed to find Silas without the guy who could get inside the mind of a serial killer? Not that Silas was a serial killer, not technically. It might be more accurate to say that he had been a serial killer but was now a hitman, which still made him a serial killer, but of a different sort. 

The records he’d uncovered when the unfortunate Robert Albertson had first hired Pinkerton to find Silas Black were fake. Logan knew that now and was annoyed with himself for not catching it faster. Silas must’ve been a serial killer before meeting the billionaires, but the trial, the long testimonies given by countless victims, even the official guilty verdict, never happened. He was ushered into prison without a trial and buried in the judicial system until Albertson had use for him. Of course, Pinkerton knew none of this at the time and followed the idiot bureaucrat into a trap that led to the death of Dr. Lane and most of her staff. Had it not been for Dr. Lane’s last experiment—an elderly widow the doctor had transferred into one of the bodies as a publicity stunt—Pinkerton would’ve died down there, and it would’ve been Logan’s fault. He hadn’t been fast enough. The documents were clearly fake; they may as well have been written in pencil. The serial numbers weren’t in the right places, and there were even typos, but he hadn’t spotted them until after the attack began, and they’d almost lost their “brain.” He needed to make up for it, but he didn’t have the foggiest idea how to do so. He doubted his ability to find the killer now that they were behind the eight ball.

Logan opened the door leading to the cabin and entered the narrow hallway, heading toward the wheelhouse, which was on top of the bridge. F.A.T.A.L. had three levels. There was the cabin, then a middle level that held the galley and contained various outlets for different kinds of electrical equipment. This was what they’d come to call the bridge, and the wheelhouse was the third level on top of that. Granted, they probably weren’t calling these rooms by their proper names, but Logan didn’t mind. It made the boat their own.  

As he crossed the cabin, Logan eyed the doors leading to the tiny bedrooms and storage closets. When he passed his own room, he grabbed the doorknob and jiggled it, making sure it was locked. He knew the bodies couldn’t operate once the spinal cord was severed or there was severe trauma to the brain, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. The last thing he needed was a headless mass of muscle roaming the ship.

F.A.T.A.L. was a large Japanese commercial fishing vessel that had been converted into, more or less, a pirate ship. Logan thought she’d been used for whaling at one point, but he wasn’t 100 percent sure. All he really knew was that F.A.T.A.L. was large, even by commercial fishing standards, and came with plenty of extra rooms in the cabin, a large kitchen, and even a group shower, which looked like something out of a dumpy high school, located in the hull. He and Abubakar managed the vessel on their own. He didn’t know how many people usually operated such ships, but with a little inventive thinking, he’d made it to where two people could run things just fine. They’d even crossed the Atlantic, and they’d done so several times. Ryna, hypothetically, could’ve helped, but nobody trusted her. It was best to let her play with her guns.

As Logan walked through the cabin hallway and climbed the flight of stairs leading to the bridge, he couldn’t help but smile. This baby was his. Abubakar may have bought it, but Logan took care of her. He fixed what was broken and knew her inside and out. It was good to be home. Then he heard Albertson scream somewhere deep within the bowels of the ship, and his smile vanished. Ryna had started. It wouldn’t take her long to break the idiot. If he was going to talk to Abubakar alone, he needed to hurry.

Logan climbed the stairs to the top level and entered the wheelhouse. Abubakar sat on a rolling office chair, his feet stretched out and crossed over the control panel. Logan cleared his throat, and Abubakar lowered his feet to the ground and spun the chair around to face him. 

Logan smiled. “I’m back.”

“Good,” Abubakar said, smiling.

Logan pointed a thumb toward the door behind him. “I see Ryna’s . . . started.”

Abubakar frowned. “I hope it doesn’t take long.”

Logan sighed and shook his head. It was clear Abubakar was uncomfortable with allowing Ryna to have her way with the old man, but Abubakar was “in charge” of her, so if he didn’t like it, why was he allowing his “pupil” to torture the bureaucrat to begin with? Logan dropped his overnight bag and crossed his arms, taking a step to the left and leaning against the wall beside the doorframe. “This torture business, doesn’t that fly in the face of the whole ‘do unto others’ thing?”

Abubakar’s lip curled upward, forming the tiny grin of any religious fanatic. “It depends on which ‘other’ you’re referring to. Do I do unto the bureaucrat who lied to us and endangered countless lives, or do I do unto those who will be spared if we can extract what we need from the liar?”

“He may not know anything.”

“He does. I’ve been thinking. Dr. Lane told us her benefactors insisted that she allow the government into her lab, and we know that Albertson was the middleman for the government and her benefactors. When we went to the lab the first time, she said the government wouldn’t allow her to disclose their names. That never made sense to me.”

“The ‘it’s classified’ excuse never makes sense,” Logan pointed out.

“I know. But maybe Albertson was the one who said she couldn’t tell us their names, and maybe he told her that because he was more loyal to the benefactors than the government.”

“If that’s the case, do you really think Ryna can scare him more than these benefactors?”

Another scream carried through the doorway. Both Logan and Abubakar regarded the stairway behind the door.

“Do you really need me to answer that?” 

Logan nodded. “It still doesn’t seem right to me, and I’m an atheist. I thought Captain Christian would be on my side.”

“There’s a season for everything. Love and hate. War and peace.”

Logan shrugged. “You’re the expert. I’ll leave the morality to you. Seems a little too subjective for my taste, but whatever.”

It was a snide comment, and Logan knew it. Abubakar wasn’t just an expert, he was one of the experts, part of an ancient priestly sect meant to find the Mantle. He’d found it, alright, and she was batshit crazy, probably, laughing like a maniac as she pulled out the bureaucrat’s fingernails.

Abubakar tilted his head towards him as if he were saluting a sparring partner. “You’re not wrong to think as you do, but we’re almost out of time. I can feel something coming. There’s a tension in the air.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. When he opened his eyes again, he looked at Logan. “I assume you didn’t come up here to reprimand me for allowing Ryna to indulge her . . . lesser impulses.”

“Right. It’s the bodies, Abu. They’re not rotting.”

“They’re fake.”

Logan shook his head. “No, they’re still soft tissue, and there’s blood in them or something close to it. There should be some kind of chemical reaction, but there’s nothing. It’s as if the bodies can heal but not enough to reanimate.”

“What do you think it means?”

“Dr. Lane was a good liar. She had everyone convinced she was some kind of scientist, but I think she had her nose in the supernatural long before she was ever backed into a corner by the government. The witch doctor wasn’t an act of desperation. She knew who to look for. It’s possible she wanted to try the science thing for a while because admitting there was a soul wouldn’t. . . .” He searched for a better phrase but couldn’t find one. He didn’t want to say the last part because the truth was, he felt the same way, but there was no help for it. He took a breath and said, “mesh with her sentiments, as Pinkerton would put it. But whatever the case was, she didn’t just find a random witch doctor on the internet. I think the bodies are just as much a part of the spooky side as the transfer is.”

Abubakar raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never heard you refer to the . . . spooky side so freely. If you can acknowledge that, why can’t you acknowledge God?”

“Even if God made everything, He sucks at his job. Look at the Mantle he supposedly chose. She hates Him.”

“Ryna’s testing Him.”

It was Logan’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “Can you blame her?”

Abubakar frowned. “She’ll come around.”

Ryna marched through the doorway a moment later. She paced around the room before stopping and flipping off the vacant stairway. She turned to Abubakar. “He broke! Dammit! I only got like three fingernails!” She moved to the bench by the left-hand wall and sat down, crossing her arms and legs like a petulant child. “Son of a bitch,” she muttered.

“I know,” Logan said. “You had a whole evening planned and everything.”

“Right?!” Ryna shouted.

Logan frowned. “That was sarcasm, Ryna.”

Ryna blinked. “Oh . . . well, go to hell then.”

“What did you find out?” Abubakar asked.

Ryna’s dark demeanor instantly vanished. The storm clouds dissipated, and it was springtime again in her crazy brain. She gave her trademark toothy grin and leaned forward like she was about to dispel some juicy gossip. “Get this. Albertson was working for my buddies.”

Both Logan and Abubakar looked at each other and blinked in unison. Then they turned back to Ryna.

“Rockefeller and Rothschild knew about Dr. Lane’s project?” Logan asked.

Ryna nodded. “They paid big money to make sure Albertson oversaw the funding for Dr. Lane’s research. And Albertson used prison inmates for the experimental operations, and most of those inmates just so happened to be connected to Rockefeller and Rothschild. Then wouldn’t you know it, Silas Black becomes the first successful experiment and is allowed to stay in the lab. The old billionaires had been planning to steal Dr. Lane’s stuff the entire time.”

“Did Albertson know about the witch doctor’s involvement?” Abubakar asked.

Ryna shook her head. “He didn’t know that Delphin was a witch doctor. But he did know that Delphin was supposed to let Silas’ getaway driver into the building after he knocked the staff out. Now hang with me because I have to fill in some blanks with a couple deductions.”

“Okay,” Abubakar said.

“Albertson believes in the supernatural to an extent, but he’s not particularly interested in it. His connection to Rockefeller and Rothschild is strictly monetary. He didn’t know or care about how Delphin was going to knock out the staff. He didn’t care about how the bodies were made or how the transfers were done. And I think the old men chose him for that reason. The billionaires know about the supernatural and would’ve considered Delphin’s addition a great advantage, but I suspect that they were still being guarded with what they allowed Dr. Lane to understand about their beliefs. Perhaps they wanted her focused on her ultimate goal of selling the bodies, while they had a different plan for the bodies altogether. I also think they, somehow, put together what Dr. Lane was doing when she hired Delphin and knew the next operation was going to work because they had Albertson move Silas to the front of the line when Dr. Lane confirmed that she was ready to try again. Before the first successful attempt, the inmates were chosen at random, and a few of the inmates weren’t even connected to Rockefeller and Rothschild, but the moment they were confident, they chose Silas because they trusted him more than the others.” Ryna snorted. “But then Silas screwed them.”

“So, Albertson’s main job was to facilitate the theft by picking the inside man,” Abubakar said. “And if I might venture a guess, that would mean the ‘they’ Delphin spoke of was never the demons.”

“Right,” Ryna said. “It was Rockefeller and Rothschild signaling the theft.”

“But Albertson knew about the theft the entire time,” Logan said. “So, did he make copies of these hypothetical plans?”

Ryna shook her head. “Albertson said he didn’t. He thought Rockefeller and Rothschild were watching him. But we were right to guess that there were plans. Silas stole them. We were never told about them because the old men were scared Pinkerton would want to steal them if he found out they existed.”

Logan’s eyes widened. “Of course, this means Albertson called Pinkerton because the old men told him to.”

“Finding Silas must’ve been a trap,” Ryna said. “Not just the lab. But at the same time, they did want Silas found. He wasn’t supposed to take off with Dr. Lane’s stuff. The old men wanted it. But I also think Albertson was acting independently when he didn’t object to Dr. Blake calling Pinkerton and asking him to return to the lab, because he knew that whatever was going on had nothing to do with Rockefeller and Rothschild. He was scared.”

“Which means he wasn’t too worried about Silas.” Abubakar said.

“His guess was the same as ours: Silas wanted to go back to his first love. He was a serial killer before Rockefeller hired him, but since we’ve heard nothing about a new serial killer in Des Moines, I don’t think that’s his play,” Ryna said.

“What’s his play then?” Logan asked.

Ryna blinked. “Isn’t it obvious? He wants to sell everything—the bodies, the plans, all of it. We figured something like that was going on back at the lab. Besides, he’s been moving those bodies from city to city for the last few months. I’m sure he got tired of lugging all the freight around while running from his own shadow. He’s probably decided it would be easier to get rid of everything and hope Rockefeller and Rothschild will focus on finding Dr. Lane’s merchandise instead of him.”

“So, we think we know what Silas is doing,” Logan said. “But how do we find him?”

Abubakar said, “Pinkerton originally wanted us to continue hunting for the devices and bodies while also letting Silas’ friends know that Albertson was alive and on our boat, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I’m not saying we should abandon Pinkerton’s plan, but continuing that hunt is going to chew a lot of time. I don’t think we should just rely on using Albertson as bait. I’ll start making preparations for that strategy, but, Logan, I’d like you to move in another direction. Assume Ryna’s right. That means we no longer have to look for just Silas but any crime syndicate or agency that isn’t usually found in Des Moines.”

Logan smiled. “Sooner or later, Silas must have some kind of auction, and the buyer will need to pick up the merchandise. If we can
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