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Four Corners Region

Colorado
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AGENT X138 REFUSED to believe in ghosts, despite the gnawing premonition he was about to become one of them.

He shook it off, hoping that the tingling in his hands and spine would go away.  Imagination was taking over, not facts, and X138 was here for the facts.  For the sake of getting his bearings, he stopped, crouched, and dragged his fingers through the coarse gray dirt.  Splinters of stone and wood pierced his uncalloused skin.

So much limitless night sky pressing down on him.  For a moment, X138 recognized his own insignificance, how tiny he was.  Above him were more stars than he’d ever seen in Washington DC or New York.  Absolutely nothing competed with the glare of the Milky Way.  Desert scrub concealed much of the distant horizon, leaving X138 surrounded by the unknown, bottomless canyons in every direction, an endless sea of looming rock, and vicious creatures with only one purpose — to find something to eat.

Something like him.

Why did his boss send him, a city boy, on a mission to the blistering Southwest desert?  At least he’d had the good sense to accept a local kid’s offer to guide him in the back way.  “I’m going to go catch pot pickers who are selling on the black market,” he told the kid.  Hey, he read Tony Hillerman’s Navajo Police mysteries.  It wasn’t the truth, but it was a fair lie and got the kid willing enough that it only cost X138 twenty bucks to secure his support.  When he told the kid he’d need to go into the ruins after sundown, it cost him another eighty.  He’d have to ask for reimbursement when he got back to Seattle.

Going to the site in the daytime like some tourist, had failed for the first agent.  Athenaeum Intelligence had sent X456 out here weeks ago and he since dropped completely off the radar.

X138 shifted his footing and moved deeper into the rock formations surrounding the site.

Two loud booms rang out from the canyon near him.

Drums?

No.

Falling rocks?

On the way here, the local kid — who looked like a typical American Indian to him — had warned him to stay off the mesa, especially at night.  Keep away from the ancient dwellings.  No one liked the place.  No one talked about the place.

Who constituted no one?

Indian Kid, with his stereotyped long braids, bead necklace, baggy jeans, and frowning face didn’t explain further.  The kid kept talking about terrible things, sounding just like X138 expected an Indian kid to sound.

God, if someone had ever designed a perfect Indian teenager from his imagination, that kid would have been it.  Hollywood movie perfect.  Perfect to every detail.  Not that he’d ever met a real Indian before.

Native American, he silently apologized.

And man was that kid fixated on Spirits.  Ravenous, cruel, evil Ghouls.  Spirits of this, spirits of that, spirits of divine retribution, spirits of people so unknown even the local tribes had no name for them.  Ghosts of those who were betrayed and now wanted to get back at the wicked for everything wrong in the world!  They’d have to get in line, X138 muttered to himself.  He was an intel operative and knew damn well how many people wanted to punish the world for all the sins they perceived being committed.

Small rock skidded down the path behind him, making X138 spin around.

Nothing.  No rocks, no pebbles, no sand.

Must be the ghosts, he thought, laughing inside and seriously reconsidering the wisdom of being out here at night.  Alone.  Indian Kid had left him at the bottom of the path, refusing to go any further once the sun had passed below the outcroppings around the mesa.

Geez, the kid loved telling him all about those Spirits in every gruesome, stomach-turning detail.  Wasn’t the kid on his side?  His nerves were raw by the time they reached the back road into the mesa, where the kid had left him and high-tailed it back to town.

At least X138 was coming out of this assignment better educated in Southwest culture.

Skinwalkers, he had asked the kid, trying to sound smart?

No.  These Spirits of the mesa weren’t them.  Weren’t Ute.  Weren’t Navajo.  Not Pueblo or Hopi.  None of those people.  Nobody knew anything about them.

X138 wasn’t sure if he believed any of it, but he was positive the Kid believed.  And damn it, the stories unnerved him.

It got to the point where he had to tell the Kid to shut up when they were only halfway to the mesa.

And now, X138 wondered if X456 was a ghost whatever now.  Would he find the body of the former agent, only to be eaten by his ghoulish spirit?  Would another agent be sent out here find his corpse?

This was exactly why X138 hated horror movies and scary camp stories.  He took comfort knowing that if anything did happen tonight, at least he would be the only casualty.  By now, the kid had to be safe and sound back in town.

Enough children were being hurt by the situation here already — hence X138’s mission.

He kept thinking of death.  Of the sudden, creeping, morgue-like cold overwhelming his hands and joints, making them hurt.  Of stillness blanketed in a suffocating layer of beige dust.  Of shifting silhouettes seen when the moonlight allowed.

Of being foolish enough to be out here alone, at night.  All alone.

Spasms of fear coursed up and down his legs, like icepicks stabbing at them.  Goose flesh crawled along his arms.  He was sweating, desperately flapping his coat to cool off.  Any field experience he had was useless, wasn’t it?

A burst of chilled wind blew dirt and stinging gravel at him, spraying the area with debris and noise.  Shit, the landscape didn’t want him there anymore than that kid’s supposed ghosts.  What followed the cacophony was eerie, empty silence.

Agent X138 crept forward, weapon ready.  Every breath shallow by half, too quick, and followed by a shake up and down his spine.

The official agency communication he’d received was simple:

Agent X138

Investigate: Two agents sent to site now missing.

Situation Update: Two children killed in war for control of 32nd street gang territory.  gang leader missing — reported dead — lured to remote location.

Status Urgent: determine disposition of missing agents — determine disposition of missing gang leader — determine party/parties responsible.

CODE: YELLOW.  Lethal response authorized.

Urgent.  Dead Children.

In quick strides past sagebrush and rock, his boots sank into the deep sand and dirt.

The entrance to the old cliff ruins was ahead.

A placard, like those at any state park, bore the name of the place in scratched paint on rusted metal.  The sign was bent sideways, its pole crimped in the middle by force, and now lying at an ominous angle off the path.  Withered, leafless branches stuck out in all directions, and dust drifted into mounds against the boulders.  It looked nothing like the fruitful farmland only a couple of miles away.

They had tried to make this a tourist spot?

Tried.

Failed.

No one took care of this place anymore, certainly not since an epic flood had drowned every living bush, tree, and creature, a few years before the drought.  Even the land was deceased.

Stop.  Wait.  Listen.  An agent’s basic training.  The air smelled of rot instead of piñon pine.  The kid’s warnings iced his nerves.  The kid wasn’t precisely clear on what could happen to him, only that it was worse than eternity in Hell.

Creeping forward again, one step at a time, barely rising above a crouch, X138’s stomach churned.  Heavy chains drooped across the path, proving a complete failure in their one purpose.  A sign squeaked on its last nail, writhing in the resurging wind.  The lettering was gone, scoured away by the elements over time.

The dirt tempest settled for only a moment, giving him enough time to hear the ringing in his ears and the sound of every movement.  Mist hung inside the canyon, blotting out its true depth.

Wailing cut through the silence, putting X138’s on edge.  Was that a human shrieking in pain, or some animal?  Or something else entirely?  Not a ghost.  No such thing.

Pivoting slowly, he concentrated, trying to triangulate where the sound came from.  Behind him?  No.  In front of him?  He stilled every muscle, straining to hear the slightest echo.  Yes.  There it was, the last of the cry.  Toward the entrance to the dwellings.

What was that?

Imagination?  No.  He never imagined that kind of thing before.

A coyote?  Sure.  That was it.  Just a coyote.

Overhead, an empty sky, filled with too many stars, blended so completely with the blackened distance that it gave him vertigo.  He shifted his foot in the dirt, letting the scuffing and crunch of gravel calm his nerves.  Those sounds were real or tangible.​

He pushed his hair out of his face and inched his way to the edge of the cliff dwelling’s entrance.  It was little more than a gaping, black hole on the edge of the ravine, partially blocked by sagebrush.

Sweat formed on his upper lip and at the nape of his neck.  Focus on the mission.  Down the stairs, cautiously, one barely steady step at a time.  They’d been hacked out of the rock by someone a long time past and were eroded by blasting sand and, at another time not so long ago, tourist foot traffic.  Treacherous and hazardous enough in good light, in the dark they might be deadly.  But he didn’t dare turn on a flashlight.  He’d be spotted by someone nasty.  Or something.

Every nerve in his body screamed, Run back home.

Those weren’t his orders.  His orders were crystal clear.​

Use extreme prejudice.  Code: Yellow.  Lethal response authorized.

Agent X138 also knew what his orders didn’t address — what other agents were saying back at the Headquarters.  Who cares if gang leaders were dying or missing?  But in the underworld vacuum their absence created the power struggles that emerged and were spilling into the streets.  Now, there were mounting civilian casualties.

Two more dead kids.

Two dead innocent kids.

I have kids.

Voices — whispers.  Couldn’t be.  No such thing as ghosts.  But no one was here.

More than one?  Saying something about him – unworthy – lawless – undeserving.

Muffled laughter?  Growling?  Hissing.  Jesus, what was he hearing?

In front of him.  Behind him.

He ran down the last stairs toward the ancient dwellings, weapon poised.

The ancient dwellings were nested in darkness, except for pale moonlight shining in from the vast opening of the cavern.  What a place!  What a marvel of ancient engineering.

One of the Shadows moved.  Human shaped?  Imagination?  No such thing as ghosts or whatever the hell people called them.  They weren’t any more real than the Mothman, the Jersey Devil, or ...

Quiet.  Silence.  Emptiness.

The stench.  Like garbage.  No, more like an open sewer.

Despite it, he gulped in air and took stock of his environment as coolly as possible.  The ruins here were a little different from Mesa Verde a few miles away.  Smaller numbers of round, stone buildings.  Smaller footprint.  Harder to get to.  Lonelier.

Near him on the rock, was something gouged in white ...

X138 turned his flashlight on it and jumped back.  It had seemed real for only a second.  A fraction of a second.  Long enough to scare him.  A petroglyph in white, maybe hastily scratched into the surface of the stone.  A horned, hollow figure, sneering, holding a club and a knife.  Inside him appeared a human being, upside down, helpless.

He backed away from the crude petroglyph.

He had to go further inside.  He slipped around another old, battered chain and a newer sign that read, Danger — Keep Out.

Behind him, a bush rustled.  X138 snapped his aim over to the sound.

He could hear his own heartbeat.

A shadow — formed by a bush — changed shape.

Quiet.

Loose gravel fell.  Rocks clashed against the floor of the cave dwellings.

X138 gripped his gun with both hands.  He was shaking.  He couldn’t make it stop.

One foot reached out, touched solid ground, and he shifted his weight.

The ancient city was full of holes, both purposeful and accidental.  At Mesa Verde, they were well lit, confined by chained barriers, and announced by helpful rangers and tour guides.  At Mesa de los Muertos, they were hidden in the shadows.  Shadows.  Always the shadows.

And more of those angry petroglyphs.  Hastily scrawled.

Something laughed.  Behind him.  It was laughter— or —what makes a sound like that and isn’t an animal?

X138 spun around.  His eyes had adjusted to the dark.  Was it enough?

Movement?  He listened until his ears hurt.

Laughter.  From behind again.  X138 spun back, losing his bearing.  Only the open face of the cliff dwelling with its relentless horizon told him he was facing west.

A rock skipped.  Jumped.  Skidded along the floor.

Thrown!

The laughter came from all around.  Many voices.  Echoes against the rocks and stones.

Behind.  In front.

The shadow swept across him.

He fired two shots.  They ricocheted off the walls.  The reverberation pounded his chest and head until the echo silenced.

Stillness.

No footsteps.  No shuffling.  Only his own breathing.

Above, the wind shifted a load of sand over the side of the dwelling roof, sending the grains pouring over the edge like water.

Behind him.  A whisper.  No one there.

He took three quick steps backward and suddenly found nothing under his footing.  Cursing, he dropped down and landed hard.

X138 sat up, stunned.  He hurt, but he’d only had the air knocked out of him.  Getting to his feet was harder than he’d expected, but then, what did he expect?  Groping around, he found he had landed in a round room, with an opening at the far side.  He must have fallen into one of the family rooms.

The blow to his head came from behind.  His vision blurred.  His gun flew from his hand and skittered out of reach.

The grip on his collar was so tight that it choked him.  

The edge.

He reached back and should have been able to grab his attacker’s hair, or shirt, or ...

Nothing was there.

His belt was held and used to move him.  Where?  Where was he being taken?  He waved his arms frantically, striking out at whatever had him.

Agent X138 reached down to his belt and undid the buckle.  It slackened and his assailant no longer held him by it.

It didn’t save him.  He’d been thrown too hard.

Screaming, he dropped down ... and down

... and down ...

... and down ...
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Pioneer Square, 

Seattle, Washington
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SHE HAD A MISSION AT last.  Two long years of waiting — working on menial desk projects and praying for a fresh start — she had a mission.

Her sanity depended on it.

Her career depended on it.

Her life depended on it.

Seattle’s signature rain had grown from drizzle to steady downpour over the past few hours, chasing most visitors to the Emerald City indoors.  A boon for the cafes, a bust for the sidewalk sellers, and a challenge for Athenaeum Agent Tessa Wells-Lancing.  With so few people on the streets, she couldn’t hide amongst the throngs of tourists.  A woman alone, dressed well and carrying a briefcase, on the weekend?  Well, if anyone gave her trouble, she could handle them.

Can you?

Tessa’s bravado and security vanished, leaving only the sound of someone or something eating.

Not now, she demanded and closed her eyes while tightening her grip on her briefcase handle and reminding herself that the hefty tome, Parapsychology and It’s Development, waited inside beneath a landslide of documents and papers for her to sign.

After a moment of peaceful city chaos, she opened her eyes again.  A deep, humid breath was followed by a soothing list of must-do’s.  After the meeting, when she would be given a mission, she could take lunch near Pike Place.  Oh yes, she would definitely be given a mission.  

The Agency shrink had cleared her for duty while being amazed at her recovery from the Unfortunate Incident, or more specifically, Tessa’s chosen methodology for coping.  Parapsychology?  Why not?  If one thinks they encountered something ... well, unanswerable by normal science, why not deal with it with un-normal science?  

The shrink gave her a few resource recommendations and signed off.  Ah well, the Agency shrink wasn’t there to make sure Tessa was sane but to make sure the Agency could still make money with her employment.

Work out her first steps for the mission – contacts, equipment – that sort of thing.  Perhaps even finish that last chapter.  She’d given up hope that the recommended book could answer her ... particular ... question, but she had another six like it at home.  One was bound to have the answer.  The flashbacks, though ...

The city park décor at Pioneer Square reflected the aesthetic of a Paris le Metro subway entrance as opposed to an urban U.S. tourist destination.  The Art Nouveau ironwork arbor held dripping vines and flowers over the wet pavement.

Tessa’s low-heeled boots tapped lightly against the sidewalk as she darted around puddles.  At the corner, she stopped a few paces from a small group of sturdy tourists huddled together under the cheap umbrellas they’d just purchased at a gift shop. Tessa observed the out-of-towners while they all waited for the crossing signal.  Traffic sloshed by, kicking up gutter spray.  The tourist group stepped back from the curb and into the empty space Tessa had left in front of her.  

The day was miserably wet – the sort of wet always shown in movies during funerals..

Sunday.  The office building looming ahead was officially closed until Monday.  A security guard sat at his station in the lobby, bored, and probably watching the latest sports game. The elevator bank just beyond the security desk only went from the first to the fourth floors.  The special elevator went further up, but the guard didn’t have an operator’s key since clients for the Agency never visited on weekends.  Agents entered from beneath the building with their own keys and elevator.

Looking up, Tessa noticed lights on the seventh floor.

Her Field Controller, code named Kyriós, was early — he always was.  She was on time — she always was.

Her whole body ached with anxiety, not excitement.  Well, either way, she’d finally be out of that limbo an agent finds herself in after two failures in a row.  Failures meant loss of revenue for the Agency, and honor didn’t retain a high resale value.  Still, a field mission rather than excommunication to the Agency’s infamous Department 44 was best.

And as usual, the man-with-the-newspaper was sitting in the bus shelter twenty feet to her right, keeping his own clear view of the building.  When wasn’t he there?

Dizziness, dry mouth, nervous tension.  Was Newspaper Man the cause, not the expectation of the new mission?  She wasn’t sure.  Strange, he had no umbrella, only big, dark sunglasses hiding his eyes and a heavy coat.  New Italian shoes too.  He wasn’t trying to be inconspicuous.  In fact, he left the impression that he wasn’t concerned about being noticed.

Isn’t one of ours.  Much too respectable to be one of my colleagues.  Amongst her associates, it was widely accepted that he posed no immediate threat.  He was from some legitimate federal organization or a rival private one.  Tessa agreed with that assessment.

From experience, she knew the crossing light was about to cycle through and change.  She side-eyed Newspaper Man, the not-so-covert-observer.

She felt him, as if his glare penetrated her skin.  

That scent?  Sweet, smoky, almost ... medicinal.  Nothing like the petrichor of the rain or the exhaust of passing cars.

That was when she saw Ben.  Laying on the pavement.  Blood everywhere.  Yes, now she could smell it.  Her heart was hammering in her chest.  Christ, not again.  Not now!

Ben’s eyes.  Glazed over.  Clouded.  The Figure.  Tearing him away.  Screaming.  Fighting.  He didn’t want to go.  The Figure ripping at Ben – its scent turning from sweet to sour to morgue-like –

Familiar.  Frightening.  Danger, she heard It say.

Tessa looked around wildly before she thought better than to do that.

The street was empty – no Ben – no blood.

Newspaper Man was still watching, but behind him waited the Figure cloaked in black, fading in and out of the reality around It.  She’d seen It before with Ben and now, here.

Newspaper Man gave no indication he knew It was there.

It radiated menace, and the sight turned her insides.  Moving.  Changing.  Floating behind Newspaper Man.  People walked by the bus stop, oblivious to Its presence.

Danger, girlfriend.

That voice, in her head.  She knew It.  She knew It.

She gulped in her breath, blinked hard, and looked again.

Newspaper Man sat as usual.  Nothing but an ad for a men’s cologne behind him.

She’d seen It.  She’d heard It.  It was playing spectral games with her.  Sensation left her arms and her head spun.  Her instinct was on alert adding to everything else.

Calm.  She would have to stay aware — without panic.  Newspaper Man was too obvious to be taken seriously, but smart training told her to keep an eye on him anyway.  It was not something she could do anything about.  Even the strange scent was gone.

Tessa, jerked back to reality.  She sneaked a glance back at Newspaper Man.

Newspaper Man watched her cross the street.

Tessa glared from the far corner..

Newspaper Man glared back at her.

This is ridiculous, her sensibility scolded her.

He’s a problem, her gut screamed at her.  Wait, was that her gut?  Or her anxiety?

The clock tower chimed.  She couldn’t be late.  Her first mission in so long and she couldn’t be late.  Not for this.  The first mission in two years.

He’s still over there, and I don’t have time to play games with a rival agent, she rebuked the inner voice.  Tessa’s legs moved on their own, following the known path to the office.  Her anxiety multiplied each time she told herself to ignore the hue and cry pounding her psyche.

Crossing the side street, Tessa navigated the downside of the hill that tilted steadily toward the waterfront.  She followed the slope as it turned up an alley with a battered door not visible from the street.  Her key fit the lock in the side after two fumbling tries.

Steady.  Breathe.  She slowed her movements with determined force and controlled her hands.  The hands of a professional.

She wasn’t late, not yet.  The mission was her only focus.  Professional.  She folded her umbrella, smoothed her hair, and squared her shoulders — comfort gestures.

In the gray light, her rich, auburn hair disrupted the gloom.  It was that long, stick straight hair, her heart-shaped face with thick but small lips, and Elizabeth Taylor violet-colored eyes that were her few physical assets.  The rest she brought to the party was based on her life as a skilled intelligence officer and an exceedingly well-connected operative, minus the last two years.

Her heart squeezed.  At least her father didn’t know she’d trapped herself in an unviewable alleyway.  Alone.  An amateur’s mistake.  The consummate intelligence veteran that he was, her father would undoubtedly be disappointed in her.

Get a grip, Tess.

Frigid air tickled the back of her neck — spectral fingers alerted her.  Decaying alley smells mixed with that familiar sweetness.

Danger!

Her hand dropped to her waistband holster.
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Chapter Two
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The undeniable sensation within each cell of her body announced Its arrival.

The Figure as standing right next to her.  Death.

She and Death were too well acquainted now.  She knew Death’s presence.  That was the scent that dragged memory back to the present.  She knew Death’s voice, too.

She knew Death’s sickening laughter, especially when it was directed at her.

Tessa turned to point her 9mm between Newspaper Man’s eyes, now threatening less than three feet from the muzzle.  “Hands out,” she growled, words low and clipped.  How could she let this happen?  Cornered.  Beginner’s fatal mistake.

Slowly he moved his hands outward.  “Easy, honey.”

“Name.”

“I’m not—”

“Name!”

“Trono.  Phil Trono.  Look, I ah ...”

“Who are you with?”

He licked his lips and leaned forward.

“Don’t.  Even.  Blink.”

“I think this is a simple mistake.  You kept looking at me, so I thought maybe —”

“Who are you with!”  She watched his body, especially his fingers, for the slightest tell.  Don’t make me kill you, overwhelmed her thoughts.

The man who called himself Phil pressed moistened his lips again.  His breathing was unsteady.  Sweat formed above his eyebrows.

Pull the trigger, girlfriend.  Death’s voice was icy smooth.  Shoot and I’ll take him away, too.

Fire welled up in her chest, carrying into her arms and her hands.  This was going to be like Ben – just like Ben.  Don’t make me do it!  You don’t want death.  I’ve seen It – you don’t want that.

She must have spoken her thoughts out loud.

“Shit, lady, it was Jenkins,” he spit out.  “Jenkins over at the Keepers Group sent me to watch you folks.”

Tessa’s vision tunneled down to only the man and the tip of the gunsight.  “Why are you over here now?  In this alley?”  She spoke slowly, hiding the tremble of fury, fear, and electricity coursing through her muscles.

“I just told you, honey, so why don’t you put that thing down.”

His right hand twitched.  Left hand swept out to take the weapon from her.  He struck the muzzle hard instead, as she pulled it back and held it close to her body.

Shoot, Death insisted.

I can’t.

Tessa crouched back as he took another grab for the weapon.  It almost slipped from her numb fingers.

His right hand gripped her neck and squeezed.

Girlfriend.  Shoot, Death demanded.

No!

Sickening dread flooded her stomach — her chest — her lungs.  No room for air.  No air!

Shoot!

It wanted her to provide him.  To kill him.  To –

Tessa flipped the weapon in her hand and pounded it on top of his arm until he let go.  With a backswing, she connected the grip with his face, knocking him backward – stumbling – until he dropped to the ground.

His expression of shock and fear as she threatened to pistol-whip him again was at first a relief, she wouldn’t have to kill him, then satisfying.

She heard him try to speak as she searched him for weapons.  She watched him struggle with pain and consequence while she called for backup.  Moving fast, she made certain he wasn’t going to give anyone any trouble.  Her gun, she kept low, out of reach and out of sight.  The last thing anyone needed was attention drawn to the alley.

She hadn’t killed him.  Why?  She could have.  She should have.

“I can’t.”

But that was the job, wasn’t it?  Didn’t mean she liked to kill, but she’d done it before.

Goddamn it — I hesitated.  She’d taken a terrible risk by not dropping him there and then, like any other agent would have.

Again.

And she knew why.  That damn Agency shrink knew why too.  But Tessa was one of those agents they needed back in the field –

Or permanently out of the way.

In either case, the shrink had cleared her.

And she was sure the shrink had been premature.

Several agents, Agency medical staff, and her Controller’s personal assistant responded to her call.  With terrifying efficiency, the Keepers Group point man was bundled up and removed to what she assumed was emergency services under heavy security.  Statements were given.  Judgements quietly passed.  Evidence removed.  The stink of the alley returned.  All routine as though this happened every day.  All personnel were ordered back to their own business.

One of Tessa’s departing colleagues gave her that stare — the one that implied he was amazed her attacker was still breathing.  Tessa turned away.  She owed no one in that crowd an explanation.  No one.

Damn it.  Now I’m late.
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Leaving the situation behind her, she hurried through still, thickened air to the antique world waiting far below the building.  To the hidden elevator reserved for Agency staff.

Each footstep sent jarring, metallic clangs up and down the stairwell.  A small red scanner light followed her.  No one entered the Athenaeum offices unseen.

She was expected an hour ago, and the idea that she’d been picked up by the Athenaeum’s security bothered her.  Probably because she knew whoever was watching also knew she’d engaged but not taken out an enemy.  By now, everyone probably knew.  She’d hesitated in the heat of action.  In her business, hesitation was a death sentence.

She reached the bottom step and the sound of her presence disappeared into the centuries’ old dirt of the infamous Underground City, which served as the entry to the private world of the Athenaeum Agency.  Private agents, private funding, private clients with a private entrance from the lobby.  Agents entered from the equivalent of the back stairs.  Athenaeum was one of a handful of private spy and investigative agencies, employing trained rejects to be fixers, deceivers, and sometimes questionable problem solvers.  Tessa knew the other names for her line of work, but she didn’t spend time reviewing those.

She followed the familiar wooden sidewalk, between a dirt covered street and shops that had once been Seattle.  Above, the modern world rolled on.  Here, brick arches, stone walls, old gas features, rubble, and rickety support jacks greeted the senses with handfuls of dust and cobwebs.  It was muggy and warm in places.  Strings of lights led the way.  Passing buses and cars rumbled above, causing a sprinkling of debris to fall from the cracks.

Any other time, the old city would have been charming or intriguing.  She preferred the earthiness of the old place.  The closeness.  The honest pretense and artifice of an earlier era.  Brick.  Wood.  Dirt.  Business signs that lied truthfully about what was being sold or hawked.  An old city holding up against an onslaught of modern convenience and, in its own way, winning.  It was still there.  So was she.

There were supposed to be ghosts too.  Tessa hadn’t seen any ... not here at least.

Maybe she would haunt the place, if she didn’t leave it today — alive.

As for Death?   It hadn’t come with her.  She could sense It and sometimes smell It.  Why?  There was more to learn, more to read.  Just when she’d find the answer to one question – about the Unfortunate Incident – she’d find four more questions revealed to her.  And she was no closer to understanding what she saw – what happened that night to Ben.

At the end of the musty walkway awaited an antique elevator, folding gate and all.  Dragging the gate into position with a loud clang, she pulled the main door closed behind her.  Only one destination button.

Breathe.  Calm.  She counted from one to ten, knowing the technique worked.  No one could know her of her anxiety.

Tessa drew herself up, shoulders back, business mask on.  In the Business, everyone covers their weaknesses and fears with a mask of superiority.

No effort was needed to open the elevator when she arrived on the seventh floor.  An automated device replaced the old-fashioned mechanism.  Brilliant, white light met her and stabbed at her eyes.

Crisp white walls, modern paintings, black furniture, and rows of glass offices.  Clean to the point of sterility.  The Athenaeum Intelligence Agency, Information and Resolution Specialists, contracting to affluent clients in need of specialist personnel.

The receptionist, dressed to match the décor in a white three-piece man’s suit, nodded at her.  “Good afternoon, T301.  Controller Kýrios is in the Sitting Room.  Please join him at once.”  She flashed Tessa an expertly practiced smile and handed her a sealed courier-box, containing all sorts of goodies needed for the mission.

Tessa flashed back her strategically rehearsed, “Thank you.”  True names were never spoken.  No clever monikers were given to the ground troops — only the directors and above received interesting code names, most in Greek, to match the theme suggested by Athenaeum.  Average agents, like Tessa, were numbers — easily redacted statistics.  Kýrios, being an upper-level Controller, enjoyed many special perks of his position.

She didn’t mind the anonymity.  It made pretending much easier.

Ahead, the mythical Kýrios waited, engrossed in a file.  He wore a bespoke suit in light gray, suggestive of a country squire.

Behind him sat a young man.  Just far enough away to make any conversation with Kýrios seem private, but close enough to inform Tessa that he had already been engaged in whatever she and Kyrios would discuss.  He wore an expensive navy suit.  His heavily rimmed glasses didn’t appear, at distance, to show any change in focus behind them.  She smiled professionally while he drew attention to the unnecessary eyewear by constantly shifting them on his nose.  The silly boy must believe that glasses were all Superman needed to fool everyone into thinking he was Clark Kent.

“Agent T301.”  Kýrios did not bother to look up.  “You’re late.”

“Good afternoon, sir,” her voice was light.  “Unexpected traffic delay.”

“I suppose.”  Kýrios had no use for pleasantries.  “You certainly know how to make an entrance.”  Kýrios sat down with a huff.  “Why didn’t you kill that man?”

Straight to the point – she’d forgotten that he didn’t make use of such things as wit or charm.  “No need.”

“He attacked you.”

“And to his surprise, as it is often to my colleagues, physical response is something I was taught to do from an early age.  I’m reasonably good at it.”

“He attacked you – on our doorstep.”

“He was sloppy and panicky — and, by his own admission, works for a competitor.”

“Hardly worth saving or working up a sweat over.”

“But possibly worth questioning.  I thought you might like to know what a rival is up to, sir.  Or why a rogue element would attempt to put the Keepers Group in our sights.”

Tessa believed no such thing.  She lied without batting an eyelash.  This was the game and had long since learned to ignore the urge to take a shower after these briefings.

Kýrios stared at her for a time.  “You’ve become rather too discerning about how you treat threats.  You haven’t developed any poor habits due to that Unfortunate Incident with Agent Ben Solomon?”  Kýrios pretended to cough.  “Excuse me, I don’t recall the assigned moniker he was given.  You and he were not in my portfolio at the time of his demise.”

Ice rushed across her nerves, but she kept her posture and expression neutral.  He was trying to unnerve her by using Ben’s name rather than his agency designation.  This too was part of the game.  “B776,” she offered, “And, I’ve always been discerning, sir.  I believe in assessing opportunities before squeezing the trigger.”

“Hesitation is a weakness.”

“Discretion, however, is always advantageous.”  She drew in a deep breath so slowly it did nothing to keep up with the demand of her pounding heart.  Was this why he’d called her in?  Was she being reassigned or decommissioned because she was rumored to be a risk?  Control the conversation.  “I understood you have a mission for me, sir.”

His eyes only narrowed in response.  “Your assignment,” he stated bluntly, handing her a tablet.

Tessa took the item but kept her eyes on her Controller.  The cold in her fingers burned her nerves.  “Which is?”

“Not to Department 44, if that is what you are thinking.”

All Tessa gave him was a slight glare through narrow eyes, surrounded by a meticulously curated, neutral expression.

Not Department 44.

Warmth reclaimed portions of her chest.  Carefully, she reviewed the information on the tablet.  He wasn’t lying to her — she had a real mission, not a reassignment to the department from which no operative returned to active status.  Her heart climbed down out of her throat.

“Four Corners?”  She looked up, still masking any emotion she might or might not feel.  “Colorado, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico.  That Four Corners?”  She set down the tablet.  “High altitude desert, exceptional hiking trails.  Home to some of the greatest surviving examples of ancient indigenous dwellings as well as some curious new archaeological sites.”

“A virtual encyclopedia,” Kýrios intoned, annoyed.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Hmm.”  Kýrios leaned back.

“According to the file, this has to do with the drive-by shootings, motivated by turf control wars, culminating in ever-increasing collateral damage.  Bit of a stretch, isn’t it?  Big cities, big syndicates or gangs, and a small, remote, Southwest region most people can’t find on a map?”

Kýrios nodded.  The young man in the back leaned forward, adjusting his fake glasses.

Tessa folded her hands.  Time to show you never stopped being an agent.  “I’m aware that over the last five months, a handful of major criminal leaders have disappeared, leaving no trace.  The vacuum of power gets filled fast, and violently, by rival leadership vying for control of the significant assets.”

“Exactly.  The whole sordid situation has so-called innocent people caught in the middle.  Several civilians were shot in a drive-by last night alone, some have died.”

“Including a toddler, sir, asleep in her own bed ... stray bullet ...” Tessa’s voice faded sadly.

“Collateral damage.  Our client believes it is getting out of hand and that the damage will ultimately impede his real estate development plans to which he has already committed millions of dollars.”

Profit first, of course, Tessa desperately wanted to snarl.  Can’t sell executive residences with dead bodies scattered around the parking lots.

“He’s not the only one alarmed by this situation.  We’re hearing all sorts of odd stories about how and why this is happening.  Outrageous stories.”

“Information from inside sources?”

“Of course.  What intelligence agency is without its well-paid informants?”

“Even inside of gangs.  The hypotheses?”

“The criminal leadership is being lured to a place in the remote desert and somehow eliminated.  Our better-installed associates have ferreted out unusual, last-minute travel plans and certain unexplainable expenditures by the missing individuals, which have led us to conclude that whatever is happening is indeed occurring in this remote region.”

“But why would they go?  If after the first two bosses vanished, wouldn’t even the least of them know better?  Or at least to send in junior captains to clear the place out first?  Crime bosses aren’t stupid by any means.  They must be smart to run the businesses that they do.  I’m not sure the hypothesis —”

“Yes, yes, I agree.”  Kýrios dismissively waved her off.  “We need to find out what is truly happening, especially if someone has found a way to ‘convince’ or ‘coerce’ these men to ignore self-preservation and travel to a hole in the Southwest to die.  Now that’s a skill or technology I don’t want available to the highest bidder.  Other than us, of course.”

“That skill or technology being the true end goal of the mission?  Are we the only agency connecting all these events to the Four Corners region?”

“For the moment.”

“Why?  Where is the FBI or Homeland Security?”

Kýrios shrugged allowing his face a smug smile.  “We’re not precisely sharing everything our operatives have learned.  Well placed agents are expensive, and we have every right to expect a return on the investment.”

“By obtaining and controlling this so-called mesmerizing device or methodology?”

“Of course.  It’s not as though they’re always sharing vital data with us, so I feel no compunction to be generous whatsoever.”

“Of course.” 

“Oh, don’t worry about them.  They’ve found some information about the situation, but ... there’s an aspect to this case they find ... unbelievable.  Off-putting.”  His lips pursed in annoyance.  “Something I hear you won’t be troubled by these days, at least according to Dr. Phillipa.”

Ah, the Agency shrink.  “And what is that?”

“For the record, I’d appreciate it if you did not end up dead.”

“How kind of you, sir.”  She batted her eyelashes over her violet eyes.

“Don’t be such a wise ass.  You know I don’t like the paperwork and I don’t want to have to explain it to anyone on the Committee.  Never ever make me have to explain things.  Whatever it is, the less I know, the better.”

“I’m glad to hear it.  And what is it Dr. Phillipa thinks I am not troubled by?”

“It’s time for a USGS survey down in that region.  Due to the farming, grazing, etcetera.  You can convince them you are a geologist?”

Will you just answer me, she thought.  “Of course I can.”

“Good.  We need you in there sooner rather than later.  Play detective — find out what is going on.  Make friends and use your connections.  You’re rather good at making friends as well as beating the snot out of people.  Learn the secret behind overriding a crime lord’s sense of self-preservation.  Skill, machine, or drug — I want it first.  And make this whole thing stop.”

“Understood.”

“Success will go a long way in repairing your reputation.  There are those on the Committee who see your reticence and hesitation as a danger.  I’d hate to see you reassigned to Department 44.”

Ice dripped down her vertebrae.  “As would I.”

“And T301?”

“Yes, sir?”

“You are taking M021 with you.  That is not open for debate.”  Kýrios indicated the young man at the back of the room, who stood.  “He is brilliant with Finance and can find any graft, scam, or skim.  He has a remarkable head for numbers and a handful of cleanly closed cases under his belt.”

She sat quietly, waiting, counting from one to ten.  Kýrios was leaving too much out.  Calmly, she asked again, “Sir?  Why me?”

Kýrios cleared his throat and lowered his voice.  “Before we lost track of the last assigned operative, he reported contacting a local ... guide.  The area has a long history of ... superstitions and folklore ... if you take my meaning.  Ghosts and ghoulies and such nonsense.  Locals say that some sort of ghost murders interlopers rather regularly.  Dr. Phillipa you’ve recently spent a great deal of time learning about such para-things.  I am hoping it will give you an upper hand.”

Ah, there it is.  Thanks, Doc..  “You are suggesting that something paranormal may be behind all this?”  Her voice was much too innocent.

The deadened pause was long.  “Of course not, but ... you seem uniquely qualified to dismiss such notions in favor of facts.”

Tessa rolled her eyes so hard, she might well have seen a moment from yesterday at the back of her skull.  “Sir, I’ve been curious about the subject, that’s all.  A brief diversion from the numerous, dry, case files I have been analyzing over the last two years.”

“After the Unfortunate Incident with your partner Solomon, you appear to have been very curious.”

Don’t react.  There’s no point.  Of course they’ve been watching me – of course Phillipa reported it.  “You needn’t be concerned.  I pride myself on being, as one might say, open minded yet wholly scientific.”  I’m so full of shit today.  “Does M021 know about the possible paranormal angle?”

“No.”  His smile twisted.  “M021 is a tight ass who might not be ...”

M021 tried cleaning his glasses, only managing to fumble them in the process.

“... Open minded?”

“Indeed.  He’ll be present because I don’t want you going in alone.  This mission cannot go ... sideways.  M021 is chomping at the bit to get out into the field.  Don’t get him killed, too.”

Her nails sank into the palms of her hands.

One, two, three ...

Tessa glanced casually in M021’s direction again.  “Later on, you’ll have to tell me where you got him.  None of us are angels here.  I’m certainly not.  If I were, I wouldn’t be here — I’d still be working for the Big Boys.”

“Our good fortune,” he stated with absolutely no sincerity.  “The trouble with angels is that they always want support and acknowledgement.  Rogues and loners are much cheaper and ... expendable.”

Tessa rose from her chair as Kýrios did.  Kýrios nodded curtly to each and left the two agents in the room, alone.

M021 was tall, and on closer inspection, much younger than she had originally guessed.  He was around thirty?  His hands, as he took the tablet out of hers, were perfect.  White.  Clean.  Manicured.

“T301?” he said very smartly.

“Tessa,” she corrected very politely.

He nodded, raised an eyebrow, and announced, “We’re inside HQ and I’ll call you T301.  I’m M021.”

Oh great, she thought.  By the book and only the book.  “Of course.  However, outside, when we’re in the middle of cowboy country, what should I call you?”

“Manfred.” he stated pompously again, acting surprised that she would even dare to ask.
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Building 5-A, Harbor Plaza Blvd

Long Beach, California

––––––––
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CRANES OUTSIDE DROPPED containers onto trucks and train cars.  The abrupt crash was followed by the roar of a semitruck’s engine as it pulled away with a load of imported goods or hazardous materials bound for cheap consumer stores across the state.  Inside the building, activities were more important.

Julio nodded with the others while waiting outside the boss man’s office.  It made little to no sense for their boss to leave town and the safety of their company, especially with all the rumors they’d heard and all the stories about the disappearances.  Truth was, Julio felt relief when he heard he wasn’t invited on the trip.  But if he wasn’t going, how would he be able to report back to the Athenaeum?  He had a job to do.

Julio, Agent J114, knew why he hadn’t been asked to join his boss on some secret meeting.  He looked down at his torn jeans, white sleeveless tank top, and overpriced sneakers.  He ran a hand through his cropped black hair.  His tattoos were especially vivid in order to show on the deep tones of his arms.

Slouching near the boss’s door, just claiming to be ready and eager to please, he listened.  Everyone thought he had severe hearing issues, and he played that assumption for sympathy and access.  Many of his gang brothers found his youthful toughness cute.  His command of lip-reading, both English and Spanish, was handy.  So what if his ears worked fine and he could turn the faux hearing aid volume up higher than anyone knew?

Thanks to the faux aid, the boss’s voice, and some of the caller’s, was clear enough, even behind a slightly ajar office door.

“... can wipe out all of them.  Like ... of old.  A general in the field ... troops ... command.  Your deepest dream.  Power.”

“I like the sound of that,” the boss said in a voice tinged with disconnected pride and fantasy.

That wasn’t right.  Alejandro Suarez was normally harsh, cold, calculating.  J114 listened more.  It was definitely his boss talking, yet not.

Excitement filled the hallway to his left.  The brotherhood that dressed well and looked intimidating, plus those in Suarez’s inner circle, were packing to go.  They barely knew where.  They’d heard some vague rumors of what happened to an associate of Suarez’s, and they grumbled that nothing would happen to their man.

Folding his arms and looking untouchable, J114 pushed his back against the wall near the Suarez’s door and listened harder.

The voice on the phone was strange, soothing, enveloping.  Even without hearing complete sentences, J114 was light-headed yet energized.  When Suarez agreed with the caller, J114 violently agreed — to what, he had no idea.  He had to agree.  He wanted to be there.  He craved the journey.

Examining his hands, Julio saw them differently, as though they could shoot lightning bolts at enemies.  Or could cut the hearts out of fallen warriors with a knife of gleaming obsidian.  Julio could sense the weight of the feathered headdress on his brow and hear the priests chanting their magical spells at the top of the sacred pyramids.  His family was old, going back centuries in central Mexico.  Their collective memory lit up his nerves.

An ancient call.  The hero’s sacrifice.  A call to follow his god-king into the cenote, into the depths of the underworld, fearless, the warrior in sacred defense of his people.  Justice — safety — continuance.  It flowed through every cell.

J114 wanted more than anything to go with Suarez.  He had to go.  The caller, his voice — it begged him to join the holy crusade, to wipe out the unworthy.  The words were still scattered but he heard one that sent a shiver of power racing along his spine — Justice.

“Hey, little brother!  Wake up.  Don’t let the boss find you napping out here.”  Tio Montanez teased, slapping J114 on the side of the head as he walked by.  “You wanna’ be awake if he calls you in ... needs you to run an errand.”

Wait?  What?  What the hell had just happened?

The slap had knocked the listening device slightly out of his ear.  He couldn’t hear the caller’s voice anymore.

Tio was going with the boss.  Julio knew that was bad.

“Hey man, you shouldn’t go,” J114 begged and signed.

“I gotta.  Don’t worry.  Boss says we’ll be back.”  Tio signed and replied so that Julio could read his lips.  “I’ll put in a good word for you with Suarez.  I’ll take care of you.  I said I would.”  Tio smiled.  Tio was a good man.

The door flew open, and Alejandro Suarez strutted forth, looking like a god-king headed into battle.  He stopped to grasp Julio by the shoulder.  One of Suarez’s closer friends handed him a map.  New Mexico and Colorado labeled on the top.  It was folded to show the most southern and western area of Colorado, with an area circled.

Still shaken, J114 observed but mostly stood with his hands in his pockets, acknowledging comments about his being allowed to go next time with a jerk of his chin.  The raging chaos followed Suarez out the door.

In the shocking silence that remained, J114 excused himself to go smoke some weed.  Outside he called a contact, who called a relay, who called his controller.  The basic report was simple but unbelievable.  Destination: Four Corners, Colorado.  Why?  Mesmerized or hypnotized?  Those weren’t strong enough words for what the caller could do to anyone who listened.  Goddamn it, he hadn’t even heard the voice completely, just a portion, and he was drawn in.  J114’s hands still shook when he’d finished the report.

He had a bad idea he was about to work with a new boss.

But ...

What about Tio?
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Athenaeum Intelligence Agency
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“Manfred, Agent M021, we may be going into some very conservative, very folksy American towns.  I don’t think using your full Christian name is the best plan.  A nickname will be better.  Something casual.  Comfortable.  What about Manny?”

M021 visibly cringed.  “Manny?  I can’t think of anything worse.”

“Fred?”

He glowered so hard it must have hurt his jaw.  Tessa held back her laughter out of something between manners and pity.

“M021, these people are generational farmers and ranchers, who live at a different pace.  They are not by any means stupid or uneducated, but they see life through a different lens.  A little more laid back."

“And you think these yokels are going to open up to you?  You have eccentricities and very ... overtly feminine behaviorisms.”

Was that a compliment?  “I know how to blend in.”

“I doubt you’ll fool them.”

“I understand a great deal about the area.  I know how to go undercover, and you really need to become plain old Manny, or Ted, or Phil.  I also know how to talk like a USGS scientist.”

“Hold on!”  He held up his hands.  “I am the USGS scientist.  You’re just the surveyor.  Your job is to distract these red necks who think any woman with all her teeth is a goddess.  You keep them busy, and I’ll go find the missing agents.  And if anyone asks questions, I’ll dazzle them with techno-speak they can’t understand.  I’m far more convincing as a scientist.  You just need to ...”  He mimicked unbuttoning his shirt a bit.

For a moment, Tessa’s mouth went slack.  Focus.  “That’s not the plan, Manfred.  As the senior agent here I will choose the roles each of us plays.  We don’t know the conditions and who we’re up against yet.”  She drew up and took even breaths.

Snorting, M021 glared at her

Tessa chose to ignore him.  “I can talk soil science.  I’ve done it before.  These folks know all about it too — they have to, even if they don’t have post graduate degrees in agriculture.  Their livelihoods depend on understanding their environment.  Assuming your local populace or potential adversaries are idiots or yokels is a recipe for failure.”

“No.”  M021 finally took off his fake glasses and used his height to leer down at her with ice blue eyes.  “A recipe for failure is being assigned on a vital mission, for an important client, with someone who fails her assignments because she can’t shoot when she has to, and the only reason her last partner didn’t fail too is because he’s dead.”

That stung in ways she forgot she could hurt.

“Well, T301?  I hear you have a problem pulling the trigger.  That got your partner killed.  Or did you develop the problem after?  It’s any wonder you haven’t been reassigned to Department 44.”

Tessa was brutally aware of the pressure against her spine, from the gun holstered at her back.  In that moment she could easily show him a trigger being pulled without hesitation.  No, no.  He’s baiting me.

His face darkened in frustration.  “Did you ever find his ghost?  Scuttlebutt says you’ve been looking for it.  You’ve become quite the ghost buster.  And you think Kýrios put you in charge?”

So much for pretending that client – therapist privilege is a thing at this agency.  Her hands balled up, white knuckled, and released reflexively.  Her eyes, however, blinked slowly — sleepy with the man’s boorish behavior.  We’re not going to do this now, she thought.  He was not going to control the moment.  Breathe.  Focus.  Stick to the Mission.  I control the moment.

“I’ve been with the Athenaeum for two years now.  Spotless record,” M021 bragged.

All her fury disappeared in a puff of amused steam.  It took all her self-control not to burst out laughing at the accidental relief he’d provided.  Should she tell him about her many years of training and experience?  But why?  She owed him nothing.

Smiling, she held her tablet up to his.  “Sorry, mine’s bigger than yours.”  She turned on her heels and headed toward the door.  “We’re going in work casual clothing.  Bring jeans, tee shirts, work boots.  Nothing new and out of the package.  Be ready to get dirty.  You might even want to get a cowboy hat.  Plain straw is best.  Any baseball cap with a truck or machine shop logo will work too.”

“Just one moment!”  M021 followed her to the elevator and slammed his hand into the gate as it tried to close.  “You are not taking this mission away from me like that.”

“Get.  In,” Tessa commanded, in a clipped, low, deceptively quiet tone.

M021 did as he was told.

When the gate shut and the elevator car started down, Tessa hit the big red STOP button.  “Manfred let’s get this straight.  You can have all the credit and glory you want.  I don’t care.  What I do care about are the people who are dying because of what may be going on.  I actually also like being alive and want to stay that way.  Neither of those should be compromised by any agent’s ambition.”

“Then, I’m in charge.”

“No.”

“But —”

“I said no.  Now, go home, pack, and I will meet you at the airport.  We’ll have to fly into Denver or Phoenix, then take a puddle jumper into the local airport.  Or maybe Albuquerque or Gallup.  I’ll find out.  I’ll also arrange for geo-testing equipment to be waiting for us, along with anything else we’ll need for our cover.  I know people,” she smiled at an old memory, “the right people to call.  Do you?”

He opened his mouth but didn’t answer.

“Had you thought that far ahead?”  She pushed the button again when M021 again didn’t answer.  The elevator resumed its descent.  “You need to develop networks and contacts, Manfred, they are essential.  We don’t work in a vacuum.”

Back in the Underground City, they took a sharp right instead of going down into the walkway and found themselves in a garage.  Tessa pulled out a keyring she’d been given with her box and pressed the location button.  A car near the building engineer’s closet lit up and honked.

M021 located his car the same way but kept walking with her.

What are you up to?

At the car, a lovely two-door, black vehicle, Tessa unlocked the doors, stepped around to the passenger side and put her briefcase and overcoat into the seat.  As much as the car was modern and delightful, she knew they couldn’t arrive to the mission with such a vehicle.  A jeep or an SUV would be more appropriate.  Yes, a jeep, with extreme mileage on it, along with some nicks and scratches.  Tessa considered, deciding what the next step would be, along with the believable ride.

Her body lit up in energy.

What?

A shadow shifted across her line of sight.

Shit!

M021 moved with alarming speed.  He seized her by the waist with his right arm and yanked open the engineer’s closet with the left.

She screamed, furious.  Pushing, she struggled to get free from his grip.  He kept dragging her toward the closet, cursing each time he had to regain the ground he lost when she jerked away.

“Sorry, sweetheart, but this isn’t a time for old, effete chicks who can’t do their job.’  He pushed her into the doorway.  “This is a young man’s business, and I need this mission more than you.”

Tessa reached up and behind her, grasping handfuls of Manfred’s hair.  With one foot planted on the door frame and the other kicking upward, she forced her body up until her hips were higher than his shoulders.  Her skirt stretched to its limit and a seam ripped.  Tightening all her muscles, she swung her legs down, hard, and dropped all of her weight into a twisting, kneeling position.  M021 folded over and flipped, landing on his back, inside the closet.

A loud huff of air escaped his lungs.  While he struggled to breathe, wiggling like an inverted turtle, she slammed the door on him.  A short length of plastic twine lying near the trashcan made for an excellent means to keep the door secured.

His banging, cursing, and door rattling would likely get someone’s attention.  Eventually.

That was when she looked down at her skirt, ripped along the seam to her hip.  Well, that’s what she risked wearing vintage and doing this job.  At least it was the seam that gave and not the fabric.  Still, it was one more reason of many that M021 wouldn’t be added to her Christmas card list anytime soon.

Damn him.  This mission had to go right.  People’s lives
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