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CHAPTER ONE

Nathan K swatted a fly that dared to crawl across the back of his neck. He cinched his jacket tighter against the cold England night. He watched and waited. Standing on the corner opposite The Birdcage Pub — a two-story brick building on the corner of Baggholme Road and Winn Street across from the Baggholme Fish Shop — he listened to the rumble of pointless chatter rippling out of these establishments. The greasy odor of deep-fried fish and chips wafted through the air. Nathan ignored the rumble in his stomach. Soon, his target would be leaving the pub.

Like many of the cities and towns Nathan had lived in over the last year, Lincoln was an old yet large place. Mostly residential — two-story homes crammed up against each other in long rows and narrow streets. To the south, the River Witham. The Lincoln County Hospital was a breath of modernity to the Northeast. And to the West, downtown Lincoln — complete with castle, Cathedral, and other remnants of medieval history. Unlike America, everywhere Nathan stepped, he found pieces of an ancient world poking through the modern one.

The face of The Birdcage Pub had been rounded along the corner, and a Guinness sign poked out over the door to complete its image. Lincoln sprawled out quite far, and this particular neighborhood kept itself tucked away and quiet — especially on a Tuesday night. Hardly a car drove by.

For that reason, Nathan had picked the spot to go after Jeffrey Horn.

The pub door opened, and Mr. Horn stumbled out. Nathan slipped back into the shadows of a parked truck as he observed. Horn had a boxer’s flat nose and a beer drinker’s prominent gut. A young woman clung to his meaty arm — too young. Nathan guessed Horn would have to pay her quite a lot of money to get what he expected.

The two weaved across the street, and the prostitute mumbled about grabbing some food. But Horn’s mind was not on his stomach. A bit lower, perhaps. He guided the young gal up Winn Street, away from the fish shop. 

Nathan followed.

A few feet beyond, on the right, the wall broke open to a small parking area — enough for five cars. Maybe seven if they parked close enough to each other. The heavy deep-fried aroma of the fish shop blasted through the lot. Several wooden sets of stairs lead from the parking area to the back doors of homes.

Horn pressed the young woman up against a white van like a bull rubbing a sapling. “It’s only Tuesday. I don’t get paid yet. But I promise, when I do, I’ll give you everything. I’ll make good on it.”

As playful as she could manage, she said, “So sorry, luv. I don’t do credit. Why don’t you go back inside The Birdcage — maybe your friend will loan you a little. Then I’ll make you feel real good. Be worth the trouble. Promise.”

He towered over her. “Why don’t you make me feel real good right now, and then I’ll go talk to Tom. Who knows? Maybe with my recommendation, he’ll want some of you, too. You could be paid twice. I’ll tell everybody around here. Be good word-of-mouth for you.”

The prostitute tried to sidestep away from the truck, but Horn thrust his thick arm in her way. “Now, now,” she said with a giggle meant to sound cheery but shivered with instinctual fear, “no need to be rough.”

“What if I like it that way?”

Nathan leaned against the brick wall surrounding the parking area. “Jeffrey, I think you do like it rough. A little too much.”

Horn turned around, his drunken confusion clearing under the fire of his anger. “Who the hell are you?”

“I’m the guy who saw your wife leave hospital today. She’s not doing too well. Somebody beat the crap out of her.”

With a motion of his head, Nathan got the prostitute running. Horn did not stop her. His eyes — too close to each other — narrowed their focus on the man interrupting his evening.

“Mister, you picked the wrong bloke to mess with tonight.”

“You sure? Your name is Jeffrey Horn, right?”

Horn’s confused face bordered on the comical. “Do I know you?”

“Not at all. But your wife, Margie, she has people that care about her. Her brother, for one.”

“That pencil-necked, whiny little bastard put you up to this?”

“You’ve got the wrong idea. He didn’t put me up to this like it was a friendly favor. He paid me.” Not really the truth. Nathan would never have accepted money. But the idea that he was hired muscle had a greater effect on Horn than the idea that Nathan merely liked doing good things.

For a few brief seconds, Nathan thought Horn would back down. Might even get the man to apologize and promise never to harm Margie again. He saw it in the man’s eyes — an uncertainty that, coupled with his drunkenness, might have led to a peaceful outcome. But alcohol had a way of shifting such outcomes without notice.

Jeffrey Horn’s concerned face dropped into an animalistic indignation as he stomped across the parking lot. His skin reddened and his bottom teeth bit into his top lip. “Nobody tells me how to treat my wife. You’re just some moneygrubbing son of a —”

Horn threw a sloppy right cross. Nathan had no trouble evading the punch. He came back with two swift open-handed smacks to Horn’s ear and neck — painful and startling but not very damaging. He simply wanted Horn to know that he was outclassed in a fight, to be warned that he was insignificant.

But alcohol had taken full-control of the brute. Horn attempted to swing a backfist. The momentum took him off balance. With the simple thrust of the foot, Nathan sent Horn barreling over the hood of a red Vauxhall Corsa.

For the first time since arriving, Nathan strolled into the parking lot. Horn sat back on his haunches, catching his breath. Nathan heard the cigarette-tinged wheezing and wondered how this big oaf could muster the strength to beat up his wife.

As he approached, Nathan said, “Okay, here’s how this is going to happen. I’m going to beat the crap out of you right now as payback. And every time I punch you, I want you to think about your wife. Every time I kick you, you really think about your wife. You picture her sweet face and all the harm you’ve done to her. And you remember that if you ever do anything like this to her again, I’ll be there. I’ll tie you down and cut you into ribbons. Got it? I won’t stop watching you. It’s what I’m getting paid to do.”

He grabbed Horn by the shirt and yanked him upward. He heard the distinct click of a Ruger SR1911 and felt its muzzle press against his sternum. Well, well. Looked like Horn had a bit of a surprise.

With a vicious grin, Horn said, “You’ve gone too far.”

“You don’t want to do this.”

“Startin’ to shake a little, are ya? Thinking you might not be getting the top end of all this?”

Horn pressed his arm against Nathan’s chest and pushed Nathan against the Corsa. He held the handgun at an odd angle. Probably thought it made him look cool.

“Do I look scared?” Nathan said.

“Don’t try to be a tough guy. You did your job. Roughed me up a little bit. But now you’re the one that’s going to pay.”

“You’re not getting this. Look at me closely. Look in my eyes. You can tell a lot by looking into somebody’s eyes. What do mine say?”

Horn pressed the Ruger’s muzzle right in under Nathan’s clavicle. “I swear I’ll shoot you.”

“Little hint — whenever you get in a fight with someone who doesn’t show an ounce of fear, it should concern you. Either that person is a maniac with no sense of self-preservation or they have something up their sleeve. I’m telling you this because as much as I’d love to hurt you endlessly, your brother-in-law asked only for you to be beaten up. Not killed. Not tortured. He just wants a message to you to lay off his sister and to know that he’s watching.”

“I’ve had enough of you.”

Nathan could not hide his surprise when Horn squeezed the trigger. He didn’t think the guy had it in him. The bullet ripped through and through. Not life-threatening but it burned hot, and he had no doubt the exit wound looked awful.

Horn stumbled back. He held the Ruger out but his hand shook vigorously. “Y-You stay still or I–I’ll shoot again.”

Nathan touched the edge of his wound. Swallowing down any display of pain, he said, “Damn. Now I’m going to have to really hurt you.”

From the street, a voice called out, “Jeff? Mate?”

The gun roared off again. Horn stared at his hand as if he could not understand what had caused the gun to fire — as if his own finger had not been resting irresponsibly on the trigger. “Tommy?”

Nathan glanced back. A stringy man with curly hair and a rugby shirt had fallen to the pavement. Blood pumped out of the hole in his chest.

Enough of this.

In two quick motions, Nathan closed the distance to Horn and took control of the weapon. Horn raised his hands, sweat staining his pits, as he crouched and winced.

“Relax. I’m not going to shoot you,” Nathan said, and with an experienced hand, he dismantled part of the weapon.

“You’re not?”

“Not yet.”

From the back of his waistband, Nathan pulled out Maggie — his prized Wilson Combat Classic 10mm pistol. A beautiful design with a full-size carbon steel frame and slide, an adjustable rear sight, eight rounds in the magazine, and Cocobolo double diamond grips. Horn shuddered as Nathan brandished the weapon. But then Nathan placed Maggie against his own head and squeezed the trigger. He had the satisfaction of watching Horn’s horrified gape. When Nathan hit the ground, he felt his second soul leave his body, felt the emptiness hollow him out.

And he glimpsed the Darkness on the edges. That cold nothingness that awaited him should he ever die for good. It prickled his skin and turned his stomach.

Seconds later, the searing bullet wormed its way out of his skull and all thought of the Darkness went with it. The hole beneath his clavicle knit together. With such little damage, Nathan returned to his feet in less than thirty seconds.

Horn flopped onto his rear as a pool of urine formed beneath him. Nathan strode over to Tommy. The man clutched his chest, blood seeping between his fingers, and gazed up with empty eyes.

“If it’s any consolation,” Nathan said, “your death won’t be wasted. You get to live on in me for a while. Bonus — your stupid friend is simply going to die.”

He knelt next to Tommy and wrapped his hands around the young man’s neck. He did not like to take on the second soul of someone so young — young people could be strong and fight for control over an Immortal body. But without a second soul, Nathan would age like a normal human, would be vulnerable like a normal human. He would be mortal. Not an acceptable option at the moment.

Having lost so much blood due to the bullet wound, Tommy passed away quickly. His soul slipped out through his eyes — a black swirling smoke. Nathan placed his head in the smoke and opened his eyes. His body knew how to do the rest. Like breathing after having been underwater, he gulped in that second soul but through his eyes. And he felt whole again.

“Now,” Nathan said as he turned back toward Horn, “let’s deal with you.”

But only a wet spot on the pavement remained. Dribbles dotting the ground led toward the back of the parking area. Probably went up the stairs and into one of the homes. But Nathan did not bother. He needed to leave this crime scene before the police arrived. As for Horn — who would believe that drunk? Especially a drunk who had shot his own friend?

Walking up the street, Nathan cleared his head. The job was done. Jeffrey Horn would not be bothering his wife for quite a long time. Hopefully, long enough for the woman to get the sense to leave the bastard.

He had to admit that the entire experience left him cold, though. He felt pleased for Mrs. Horn, of course. And the few moments of dominating such a brute brought some satisfaction, but there had never been much of a challenge. Not that challenge was the important thing — it had always been about helping people. That had been the mission. He and Robin were supposed to help people.

Except I’ve been on my own.

As if in response, his phone chirped. He looked at the name — Robin. For a few rings, he did not move. Could she really be calling? After so long?

“I was just thinking about you,” he answered.

Her sweet melodic voice came back, “I expect you’d be thinking about me most every day. Most every minute. But I’m going to do you one better. You get to see me in person. We need to meet. Now.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

The Dog and Bone Pub sat one block over on John Street. Little more than a glorified alleyway, two-story townhouses lined the street — some painted white, some exposed brick. In the middle, the pub hung its red sign on a white backing. To the side, a two-car parking space led to an outdoor gravel patio with tables and benches for milder weather.

Nathan strolled up the walk displaying no sign of what had transpired only moments before. His eyes never stopped scanning the area. Partly out of training for situational awareness. Partly because he wanted to make sure Robin had not been followed.

She had only entered the spy game recently, and though she embraced it wholeheartedly — as she embraced every new venture in her life — mistakes in this game often came with deadly results. Not that he had much formal training to go on, but he had practical experience. More of it than he had ever wanted. The fact that he had put Robin in this position only made his vigilance for her safety greater. He wished he could send her back to the States, back to the small apartment in California where she could commit all her hacking crimes from the safety of her bedroom. She could be the voice in his ear that watched over him from satellites she stole control of, that advised him and helped him but rarely found herself in danger.

He missed that voice.

But her determination to participate in a greater role brought her across the ocean. Her determination led her down this path. Besides, Nathan had no other way to infiltrate the Eternity Agency — an off-the-books government organization investigating the possible existence of Immortals and what to do about them. Robin was Nathan’s personal spy. The way he saw it — without her, his future dimmed significantly.

When he entered the pub, he spotted her in the back corner instantly. Hard to miss — a black girl with bright eyes, a bouncing shock of blue hair, and brimming with enough energy to power an entire city block. She straightened as he entered, but he diverted his attention to the bar. He needed to make sure nobody would be eavesdropping before he made contact.

His short time in England had taught him enough to recognize that the Dog and Bone was what would be termed a proper pub. Small, low-ceilinged, cozy. Near the entrance, a brick bar stood large enough for two people to order drinks. The rest of the place consisted of a converted living room. Books lined most every surface of the walls and a shallow fireplace took up the rest of the wall opposite the bar. Green, threadbare carpeting covered the floor and three wooden tables filled the room. A hodgepodge of wooden chairs surrounded them. The corners had upholstered, wrap-around booths. Altogether, the place was warm, charming, and best of all, empty.

An elderly fellow — the bartender and, most likely, owner — tapped out a pint and handed it over. Nathan approached the corner booth. “Doesn’t look like anybody followed you.”

“Of course not,” Robin said, her fingers rattling the table. “I learn quick. I know how to do my job. Plus, years of being a notorious hacker teaches you a thing or two about getting around without getting seen.”

Nathan set the pint down and offered a genuine smile. “Good to see you.”

Her face lit up. “I’ve got to tell you that this has been a lot of fun, but I miss the way things usually are. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s been wonderful doing this work for you. And Eternity has some awesome tech. Real state-of-the-art, expensive, powerful stuff, but they are all business. Know what I mean? Everything’s got a form to be filled out or an authorization to be had. I don’t have to deal with those things back home — if something needs done, I just do it. Reminds of when I was in high school and wrote a play for the theater club to perform. They had all these ideas, none of which —”

Nathan grinned. He had missed her lengthy outputs of information. Robin had a way of taking a simple statement and finding twenty different ways to express it within the same amount of time. She stopped talking and chuckled.

He said, “The annoyance of bureaucracy aside, you didn’t come all the way out here to meet me in person unless you found something important. What do you got?”

“Oh, I found something alright.”

The way she spoke, the way her fingers continually tapped away — Nathan had thought she was nervous but now saw the excitement sparkling in her eyes. “I’m listening,” he said.

Before she could speak, the front door opened and in walked a man with thinning hair and a bulky build. He wore all black and ordered a pint. Settling at a table on the opposite end of the room, he gulped down half his beer, stifled a belch, and messed with his phone. Robin scooted closer to Nathan, lowered her head, and spoke softer.

“Ever since I started working for Carson Holt and Eternity, I’ve been on constant watch for an opening. They don’t mess around over there. Rarely was I left alone long enough to snoop on anything.”

“Plus, it’s London. I’m sure you enjoy as much time as you can get there.”

“Are you implying that I purposely took longer than necessary?”

“Just making light. I have full faith in you.”

With a pout, she said, “You better. Because every floor of that building is guarded. Guards at the elevator entrances, guards in the halls, and guards at all the doors to all the major tech I want to play with. Not to mention that for the first three maybe four months, Holt had me doing busy work while I supposedly learned the ropes. I even had to make an appointment at his office to complain. I told him that after everything we went through on the ocean, after everything I’d seen, he should be able to trust me. I mean, come on — I saw a woman get shot in the head, die, and come back to life. For me, the idea that there are Immortals out there is not hypothetical. I’m not some noob that needs to be eased into what Eternity is all about.”

Nathan watched the man across the room drinking. Partly out of suspicion but partly to avoid making eye contact with Robin. He had always intended to tell her that he was an Immortal. Someday. No, that was a lie. He hoped that as she grew old and he remained young, she would figure it out for herself. By that point, they would have spent so many years together that she would have already accepted the reality. There would be no tears, no anger. Just acceptance.

It was a coward’s way out. He knew that. And since Robin had now been exposed to an Immortal, his plan had been thwarted. Keeping his focus away from her, he said, “What did Holt say?”

“He fed me a line about patience and promises, about getting into the good stuff once I’d learned the basics. Typical crap. I played along. Took me another month before I got promoted. At that point, I had access to actual computers with actual connections to minor but useful parts of Eternity.” She placed her hand on his arm and waited until he looked at her. “I’m sorry it took so long to contact you. You said not to reach out too often in case I got caught, but I wanted to tell you all the little details of every day. All the time.”

“It’s been hard on me, too. Without you, I’ve had to scrape together a living.”

She frowned. “Did I not give you enough?”

Upon reaching the English shores, Robin’s first task had been to forge all the documents necessary for the two of them to live in peace in a foreign country. Nathan became Nathan Potter. Robin took the name Robin Granger. He did not mind the Harry Potter references and she suggested it would only be noticeable if they were asked to identify themselves when standing next to each other. Even then, it would most likely get an amused chuckle and little more.

She also diverted a sizable chunk of money into a newly-made bank account. Nathan warned her that they might not have contact with each other for six or seven months. Turned out to be a full year.

“I’ve got plenty of money. But I didn’t want to use too much. Without a regular job, I worried I might draw too much notice — the rich American thing would only last so long in a non-tourist area. And I didn’t want to do too much of our usual work
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