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How the hell am I going to get out of this? Carla peered into the black pit that yawned beneath her. 

The ropes dug relentlessly into her forearms and ankles. Rage, not fear, made her grit her teeth against the musty gag. Helplessness was not her forte. She preferred being in control, but tonight she hung helpless, bound spread-eagle to a large steel wheel suspended by chains from the ceiling above what appeared to be a bottomless pit. 

What the hell is a pit doing in a farmhouse, anyway? She glanced around at the weirdly decorated room.

Black velvet drapes shrouded the windows of the abandoned farmhouse. Strange occult symbols in red and white covered the exposed walls and the floor around the pit. Flaming torches were mounted on several walls. 

Peering through the curtain of her long black hair, Carla studied her captors. She squinted green eyes to see better in the darkness. Nine men in dark, blood red cloaks stood in a circle around the pit, their hands and faces hidden in shadow.

The leader chanted in a strange language she didn’t immediately recognize. He stood on a dais beside the pit, his arms upraised. In his left hand, he held a black dagger shaped like a long, twisting snake. His face was hidden behind a black mask. Carla caught a glint of his eyes as he chanted. 

Were they silver gray? Was he the same man who’d stopped the others from beating her unconscious before they brought her into the farmhouse? 

“In the name of Abaddon, Sonneillon, and Lucifer, we make to you, our Lord, this Offering.” The chanted words penetrated her consciousness, their meaning abruptly becoming clear. 

The leader was speaking Latin. Her knowledge of the language was rudimentary, but the man’s repetition of the words helped. His voice grew louder. The other men joined in. They began circling the pit in slow, measured steps. The leader turned to light black candles on the altar beside him.

What a bunch of crazies, Carla thought. Her neck ached from twisting it to watch them. She unkinked it for a moment and glanced down into the gaping pit. 

Something was down there, something evil, deep in that black hole. She couldn’t see it, but she felt it was there. Somehow, with a strange, inexplicable intuition, she knew it was rising, approaching the surface, and that when it appeared, it would claim her for its own. 

Don't be ridiculous, she told herself. Monsters don’t exist. 

She peered into the fathomless depth, trying to discern what lurked in the darkness. If only she could see it, she’d feel better. She’d have a visual cue, something real, something tangible to attach to what she felt lurking in that black void. But there was only darkness. She shuddered, fear slithering through her, despite her attempts at control.

“In the name of Abaddon, Sonneillon, and Lucifer, we make to you, our Lord, this Offering.” The chanting grew louder. The men circled faster. 

Carla forced herself to focus on loosening the ropes and ignore the hair standing up on the back of her neck.

Sweat beaded her forehead as she struggled furiously with the ropes. The silver-eyed man had tied her to the wheel, but he hadn’t done a very thorough job. He’d focused on tightening the rope binding her right hand, but she was left handed. Except for the loose ropes around her ankles, her feet had a decent range of motion because he’d removed her shoes and socks before tying her to the wheel. 

She managed to wriggle her left hand and her feet free. Using all her fingers and toes, she gripped the edges of the ropes dangling in loops from the wheel’s spokes. Tensing her muscles to the breaking point, she was just able to remain spread eagled under the steel wheel. Her right hand was still tightly bound. 

The leader’s chant suddenly altered. The other men fell silent. They stopped circling the pit and turned toward the leader. 

Carla twisted her neck sideways to see him. The black candles smoked heavily beside him on the altar. The room grew darker. She couldn’t understand the more esoteric Latin words, but the man’s meaning was clear.

“We now submit to you, oh Lord, the Offering. We beseech you to accept our gift and all the magical connections allied with her. We humbly beg that you shed a measure of your power upon us, upon the Illuminati. Our power is your power. May the light within reflect the light outside.”

It was obvious the ritual was coming to some kind of horrible climax. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know it wouldn’t be good for her health. She took a long, calming breath and forced herself not to think about what would happen if she fell into the pit. 

Then, she sprang into action.

Kicking her feet from the ropes, she pulled herself up and grabbed a spoke of the steel wheel with her left hand. Using her bound hand for leverage, she twisted her body hard to the side and swung herself around in a wide arc. Like a bowling ball striking pins, she easily over three men. 

“Stop her!” The leader shouted in plain English. He leapt from the dais and gestured wildly at her with the dagger. 

“Abaddon!” One of the men yelled to the leader, but he was too late. 

Carla kicked the dagger from Abaddon and caught it with her free hand. She immediately began sawing through the rope binding her right hand. 

One man tried to reach her by leaning over the pit. She clenched her powerful abs to lift her legs upward. Scissoring them, she pulled the man into the pit. His cries echoed as he disappeared.

She hooked one leg over a spoke in the wheel to keep from falling and, with a final slice to the rope, cut her right hand free. She dropped the dagger and the ropes into the void. Grabbing the spokes of the wheel above, she swung her body like a pendulum and sprang nimbly clear of the pit, landing beside the altar.

She squared off against her remaining opponents. Seven were left, though only six remained standing. In the melee, she’d lost track of Abaddon. They all looked alike in their crimson cloaks. The six advanced on her. 

Two men attacked from the left. Exercising a quick chop and kick, she knocked one to the ground and catapulted the other into the pit. His disintegrating scream was drowned out by the angry shouts of the four men as they rushed her.

She raised her fists, ready for battle. The white robe her captors had dressed her in gave her some protection. Many of the men’s blows landed on empty material. At the same time, their hoods and masks restricted their visibility. She used this handicap to her advantage, blindsiding two men with disabling kicks to the head, then delivering a paralyzing blow to another man’s neck when he was momentarily blinded by his hood.

The fight had taken all of two minutes, and she wasn’t even breathing hard. Six men had fallen into the pit. Four more lay scattered around the room. 

Only one man remained standing, her final adversary. Their eyes met. His were a remarkable shade of silver gray. She noted his height. He was the silver eyed man who’d tied her to the steel wheel, she was sure of it.

“Bet you wish you’d tied those ropes tighter, huh?” She grinned at the man, confident she could take down a single opponent. 

The man said nothing, his expression unreadable behind the black mask. 

One of the men lying on the floor groaned. She had to escape before the others regained consciousness. The silver eyed man stood between her and the one door out of the room. She had to take him down, now. 

Striking with her right foot, she delivered a lightening quick windmill kick to his left ear.

What the hell? Her green eyes widened in amazement. Her foot didn’t connect. He’d deftly moved aside and used his right arm to block the kick.

She resumed fighting stance, her knees slightly bent, her fists raised at chest level. She knew she was fast, but he’d moved faster. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed one of the men sitting up, pushing his hood back into place over his bald head. There wasn’t time to trade punches with this guy, especially since she might have underestimated his fighting ability. 

It had been years since she’d had to use what she’d learned from legendary Henry Lee and his Green Dragon school of martial arts, but there was no time to lose. Time to engage Green Dragon fighting technique and make her getaway. 

She shrugged off the white robe. Dressed only in her black cat suit, her body was now free to move at will. 

She led her next assault with one of her favorite Green Dragon moves. Lunging forward and feigning a blow with her right fist, she quickly shifted her weight onto the ball of her right foot so that she could swing a surprise kick at the man’s belly with her left foot. 

“What the—?” she exclaimed.

The man anticipated the feint. He moved aside from the swinging impact of her leg and grabbed it above the ankle, twisting her leg around behind her and yanking her back against him. 

“You’ve got lethal legs, lady. I don’t want this free to do any more damage.” The man spoke low, his voice husky in her ear. He slid his grip up her leg toward her knee and secured her in the precarious position against him. With his free hand, he pinioned her arms against her chest.

“Let go of me, or you’ll be sorry,” Carla growled.

“Really?” The man sounded amused. His steely strength encompassed her. One large hand imprisoned both of hers against her chest and the other forced her bent leg back and around him. 

Adrenaline swept through her, her heart beating wildly. Fighting to stay calm, she took a deep breath. She inhaled the distinctive scent of expensive cologne mixed with man sweat. Shocked, she realized he smelled good.

His heart beat hard and fast through his robe where his chest pressed against her shoulder blades. All along her backside she felt his heated strength. His breath teased her neck and a shiver rippled down her body. Sensual awareness flashed through her. 

Her contorted knee twinged. The pain snapped her out of her momentary daze. She twisted sinuously in his arms, using the flexibility from her yoga training, and faced him. 

Oh Carla, that wasn’t such a good idea, she silently chided herself.

The man now stood intimately between her thighs. She couldn’t stop a small gasp of surprise. Was that a gun under his robe?

Her eyes darted to his masked, hooded face. His distinctive, silver-blue eyes stared intently down at her. A hint of a smile touched his lips. Well shaped, masculine lips. Kissable lips. Carla frowned.

It’s just a gun, right? She looked up at him, thinking fast.

But maybe it wasn’t. Maybe she could use it to her advantage. She’d never been much good at playing the femme fatale—cross-dressing was more her style—but it was worth a try.

She sighed and relaxed into him, letting her breasts press fully against his broad chest. She dropped her head back so she could glance up at him through her eyelashes. She parted her lips. Trying her best to look seductive, she teased the edge of her lips with the tip of her tongue.

I hope this works, she thought, but was dismayed to discover how good it felt being held by him.

It’d been over a year since her last attempt at a romantic date. Maybe that was it, maybe she was sex starved. But he was the enemy, for goodness sake!

She forced herself to ignore her body’s response to the man and surreptitiously gauged his reaction. Her seduction seemed to be working. His eyes had darkened almost black and he was staring at her mouth. 

His focus had blurred, and with his concentration divided, he’d loosened his grip on her hands, which still rested between them, directly below his chin. She squeezed her hands together hard. Refusing to think of the consequences, she rammed her clamped hands hard to the side and upward with a mighty thrust toward his nose. 

The man’s head snapped backward from the impact. He dropped her knee and both his hands shot up to cup his face.

She was free! 

No time to worry about the damage she’d inflicted. It was time to get the hell out of there. She sprinted past the pit to the door. Luckily, it was unlocked. She flung it open and felt the cool night air waft in from outside. She cast one last glance over her shoulder.

The image would haunt her for days. Through the dim light, she saw her final adversary braced against the wall on the far side of the room. His head was in his hands. He was probably trying to stanch the blood flow from his injured nose. Several other men lay motionless on the floor. The man who’d been slowly regaining his bearings stood up and looked down into the pit. He staggered backwards, uttering a horrible scream that caused Carla’s heart to leap violently in her chest. She followed his terrified stare. 

Something was rising from the pit, something huge and black. Formless, shapeless, it was like a cloud of smoke, but utterly opaque. Devoid of any color, it was the blackest black she’d ever seen. It was as if the thing, whatever it was, sucked into it every last shred of light. 

The logical part of her mind whispered that there must be a reasonable explanation for what she was seeing, but she couldn’t hear it over the irrational terror seizing her. The fear obliterated any thought but to flee. She tore from the room and into the night.

Her long legs flew down the road away from the farmhouse, her black hair streaming behind her, her bare feet skimming the ground. She didn’t feel the cold or the small stones pebbling the road. Her mind was still on that darkness. Men she could fight and defeat. That nameless black thing was something else entirely. She kept running at full speed, despite the moonless night.

As she put distance between herself and the farmhouse, she slowed her stride and became aware of the Virginia countryside around her, illuminated dimly by the starry night. Bare-leafed elms and maples formed skeletal silhouettes on one side of the road. On the other spread a grassy field lying fallow. Except for the sound of her breathing and the dull thud of her running feet, the night was utterly silent. 

Whatever that black thing is, it certainly isn’t a monster, she told herself. There had to be a more reasonable, a more logical explanation. 

When the man screamed, she must have fallen prey to the power of suggestion. The occult context of the setting and the mysterious, ritualistic behavior of the cloaked men must have led her to irrationally assign a supernatural aspect to what she saw, right? 

By the time she saw the van in the distance, she’d persuaded herself that her imagination had played tricks on her. By the time she pulled open the passenger-side door, she’d convinced herself that she hadn’t actually seen anything at all. She swung herself up into the passenger seat.

“Thank God you’re here, Carla!” 

Her partner and friend Tate McCormick fired up the engine and gunned the gas. Until they were a safe distance from the farm, she left the headlights off. The van surged forward into the darkness. 

“I was getting worried.” Tate glanced quickly in Carla’s direction, pushing her short mop of curly blond hair from her eyes. “You told me three hours tops, but it’s been four and half. You’ve never been off by more than fifteen minutes on an assignment with me, not in five years. What the hell happened? You know sunrise is just an hour away. I was going to give you five more minutes before I called in help.” 

Carla snapped her seat buckle in and held on as Tate maneuvered the van around a tight corner. 

“Thank goodness you didn’t,” she said once they were headed safely straight again on the dark road.

If any of her colleagues had seen her tied helplessly to that wheel, she never would’ve been able to live down the embarrassment. After all, she prided herself as a hotshot operative. She wanted to keep her reputation intact. It would never do for them to see her helpless, no matter how momentarily. 

“I appreciate your concern, Tate, but I had the situation under control.”

She had no intention of telling her friend the specifics. If Tate knew how dangerous things had gotten, she’d have certainly pulled in outside help, which would have meant alerting their superiors to what was going on. 

No way was Carla going to let that happen. It wasn’t CIA business. From the very beginning, there had been something disturbingly personal about the way she’d been targeted. Whoever the Illuminati were, they were after her. She had every intention of solving this mystery on her own. 

“I hadn’t expected there to be eleven members of the Illuminati,” she said. “Based on our intelligence, I thought the magic number was five, so things got a little hairy there toward the end of the ritual. But you know me, always ready for a challenge.” She grinned at her friend, teeth flashing white in the dark.

Tate frowned, focusing on the new intelligence. “That’s what they call themselves, ‘the Illuminati’? It doesn’t sound very original. I swear I’ve heard that name before.”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. I’m pretty sure this group is assigning some kind of special significance to the word, something about ‘the light within reflecting the light outside.’”

“Weird. What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I have no clue. The man leading the ceremony used those words. At least, I think he did. He spoke in Latin.”

“Latin? Really?”

“It surprised me, too. It was a good thing he chanted the same words over and over again, because at first I had no idea what he was saying. Then I recognized ‘lux’ and a couple of the verbs he used. Remarkable, considering we never learned to speak it in high school.”

“Father Roberts had enough trouble getting us to read it!”

They laughed, remembering how their high school Latin teacher had looked old enough to have been born in ancient Rome.

Carla leaned back into the van’s bucket seat. With the adrenaline wearing off, she felt the little aches and pains of her ordeal. The edge of her left foot throbbed, injured probably when she kicked the one man in the neck before he fell into the pit. The barefoot run across a half-mile of rock-studded dirt hadn’t helped, either. 

“The guy leading the ritual called himself Abaddon,” she said, absently rubbing a raw spot on her wrist.

“You think he was the same guy who sent you those threatening emails?” 

“I don’t know. He was obviously in charge of the ritual. The other men were following his lead.” 

She didn’t mention the silver eyed man, or how he’d helped her. Why had he? What did he stand to gain? She remembered how he’d held her against him. That was something else she was glad none of her colleagues had seen. 

But thinking of him brought back other memories, like when he’d whispered in that low sexy voice, his breath warm against her neck, his lips grazing her ear as he spoke, his body pressed intimately against her. 

She shifted in the bucket seat, trying to squelch the memory and focus on the next plan of action, but it was hard to think. The adrenaline had worn off, leaving her exhausted.

“You keep mentioning a ritual. What exactly were they doing? What part were you supposed to play?”

They approached a small town off the main highway. Tate turned on the van’s headlights and slowed the vehicle to the lawful speed limit. 

Carla looked out the window at the darkened streets, stalling for time and quickly thinking through how she could answer her friend about the Offering without revealing her particular role in the peculiar ritual. 

Just past the town, they cruised onto the highway and picked up speed, heading for D.C. The predawn glow lightened sky. Tate clicked on the van’s cruise control and turned to Carla.

“So, are you going to tell me, or what?”

“You know what I think about the occult, Tate. It’s all just smoke and mirrors, a bunch of tricks used to fool people gullible enough to believe in magic. The Illuminati is nothing different. Believe me, I should know. They had all the usual paraphernalia to put on a good show, the fancy red robes, masks, black candles, ritual daggers.”

“Don’t you think you’re being too simplistic?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your mom believed in magic, and your sister does, too.”

“A lot of good it did my mom, locked up in a loony bin, and you know it’s just a matter of time before Gwen lands herself in hot water.” Carla tried but failed to keep the bitterness from her voice. 

Thinking about her mother and her sister’s obsession with witchcraft bummed her out, especially now that Gwen was being initiated into a coven. It didn’t help that Circe was the same coven her mother had led as High Priestess, before going nuts. 

Couldn’t they see how dangerous believing in magic was? It was much better to be realistic. Empirical evidence, logic, and reason, these were real things, testable, deducible. They didn’t rely on nebulous belief but on physical fact.

“The Illuminati is just another bunch of crazies.” She yawned.

“But what about Abaddon? If he were just some harmless guy, how was he able to break through the Agency’s email security to get to you? And you still haven’t explained how they captured you and what role you were supposed to play in the ritual. Were you the offering he mentioned in those emails?”

Damn, Tate had a good memory! Sometimes she wished her friend weren’t quite so smart, but then Tate wouldn’t have been a top agent, and she wouldn’t have wanted her as backup.

“Yeah, I was supposed to be their offering.” She shook her head dismissively. “But that’s not what’s important. What matters is that we now have names and connections to work with, which will make our job tracing them much easier.”

“But why are they after you?”

Carla couldn’t answer that. For a moment, the vision of that rising black formlessness crept back into her mind. A shiver ran down her spine. She ignored it. 

The best defense is a strong offense, she reminded herself.

“Why is irrelevant,” she said. “What matters is that I will track them down and find them and stop them from whatever it is they plan to do.”

Tate pulled the van into a parking spot across the street from Carla’s apartment. The sun was just peaking over the eastern horizon. Carla climbed down from the van and moved to the driver side. Tate rolled down the window. Carla leaned against the door and said goodbye to her friend.

“Overall, I think it was a successful mission.” She tried to put a positive spin on the night’s adventure. 

“Except that it took you an hour and a half longer than it should have.” Tate frowned, concern darkening her light blue eyes.

“Yeah, yeah, I know, but I got out. And now we know there are eleven members in the organization and that they call themselves the Illuminati. We also now know for sure that Abaddon is connected with them and that he’s their leader. The one thing I would’ve liked would’ve been to get a good look at their faces, but they wore masks and cloaks. In fact, it was very ‘cloak and dagger.’” She laughed, trying to lighten Tate’s expression. She pulled her keys from the secret pocket of her cat suit.

“I think we’ve both had enough cloak and dagger for one night,” Tate replied. “Let’s get some sleep. I’ll see you at HQ later.”

“Sure thing, Tate. Good night.” Carla bounded up the steps to her apartment, ready for a few hours of shut-eye.
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“You’ve got to be joking!” Carla exclaimed five hours later, when she saw the directive in her email inbox. She shoved her chair back from the desk and angrily charged down the hall to Tate’s office. Not bothering to knock, she threw open the door, ready to hurl accusations at her friend.

“I told you I could handle it, Tate. There was no need to tell Frank!” she blurted out, before she saw the other person in the room. He stood by the window across from Tate’s desk. Frank Carson, their boss, turned away from the view of the river. 

“Oh, excuse me, Mr. Carson. I didn’t see you, sir.” She pulled the door closed behind her as she entered the room.

Dressed in the ubiquitous charcoal-gray suit of an Agency manager, Frank Carson’s eyes were sharp and piercing behind thick, black-framed glasses. He left the window and strode toward Carla. His deeply lined face creased even further as he frowned at her.

“It’s no longer just about you, DeVille,” he said. “McCormick has given me the salient details of your little adventure last night. She tells me that you made contact with the Illuminati. I hear you’ve uncovered some useful information.” He gave a brief nod, acknowledging her achievement. “But there are things you don’t know about the group, things that could dangerously jeopardize not just our national security but potentially global peace.”

Carla and Tate focused on Carson. He was not someone prone to making melodramatic pronouncements. If he said something was dangerous, he meant it.

“Care to elaborate?” Tate asked tentatively, knowing that most likely their boss would not.

“The most I can tell you at this point is that the Illuminati has links to international terrorism.”

“Really? From what I’ve seen, the group seems more like some kind of lunatic occult sect,” Carla interjected.

“That’s obsessed with Carla,” Tate added.

“We’re not sure how you factor in.” Carson rubbed his jaw and looked at Carla, scowling. “We’ve learned that the leader, Abaddon, has an interest in nuclear bombs. I’m sure you both realize that religious fanaticism and nuclear weaponry make for a dangerous mix.”

They nodded and he continued.

“You’ll work tag-team on this. McCormick, you’ll work as liaison here at headquarters. DeVille, we’ll use Abaddon’s fixation on you to our advantage. You will go undercover to Santa Barbara and follow up on a lead we’ve gotten. Use your family ties there as a front to pursue the investigation. McCormick, I’ll expect regular updates on your progress.” He moved to the door and opened it. 

“Be careful,” he said to Carla. The door clicked behind him. 

“I’m jealous,” Tate smiled at Carla. “It looks like you get a trip home, while I’m stuck here at the office. I hope you get the chance to check in with the gang. Did you know Kristi’s expecting again?”

Carla wasn’t going to let Tate distract her from what Tate had done. 

“Tate, I don’t appreciate you going directly to Frank without consulting me.” She didn’t bother reminding Tate that it was thanks to her own hard work that they now had as much information about the Illuminati as they did.

“You know you’re like a sister to me and I don’t want you to get hurt.” Tate came around the desk and faced her. “After last night, it seemed to me like things were getting out of hand. I know you think you’re a hotshot, Carla. Hell, you are a hotshot.” Tate ran a hand through her short blond hair. “You know as well as I do, though, that there are times you can’t do it all yourself.”

“I guess.” Carla relented, feeling a little sheepish. “What can I say? You’ve always been the brainiest of our bunch.” She sat on the edge of Tate’s desk and changed the subject. “So, Kristi’s pregnant again?”

“Yep. Things are crazy busy for her, what with her two boys and running her business. You know she started her own detective agency, Eye Spy Private Eye? Anyway, it looks like this time around she’s having twins. She’s due in a couple months but the doctor told her to stay off her feet as much as possible. Brian’s doing the best he can to help, but he’s so busy at his law firm.”

While Tate prattled on about the details of her sister’s pregnancy and other bits of McCormick family gossip, Carla thought about going home again. 

During the troubled years growing up in Santa Barbara, she and her sister Gwen had spent as much time as possible with the three McCormick sisters, Kristi, Izzy and Tate. The five girls had called themselves the Cota Club, since they all lived on Cota Street, but unlike Carla and Gwen, the McCormick girls had come from a happy, loving family. Kristi was the oldest of the gang and the only one married. 

Carla made it a policy to never ask Tate about Santa Barbara. She tried not to think about the past. It was so much easier and relevant to her present day life that they only discuss CIA business and their lives in D.C. Now it looked like things were going to change. Going home again was going to force her to face the past and all those demons she had tried to escape. She didn’t relish the idea.

“You know, you could help Kristi with Eye Spy. It would be the perfect cover,” Tate said.

“That’s a great idea. Would you mind feeding Larry for me while I’m gone?”

“Okay, but I think I should just adopt him and be done with it. At the rate you’re never home, that poor fish is going to die of starvation.” Tate laughed.

“Hey, can I help it if I’ve got such a busy schedule solving mysteries and kicking ass?” Carla smiled cheekily. “I’ll make sure to say ‘hi’ to the gang for you.” She pivoted on her stilettos and left the room.

An hour later, she kicked off her shoes as she entered her small apartment in downtown D.C. and tossed the mail on the kitchen counter. She squished her toes through the thick carpet and breathed a sigh of relief. She was glad that no more mysterious symbols had appeared on her door. 

Two days over the past week someone had drawn symbols in blood on her apartment door. The CIA lab had determined it was goat blood. Tate had sketched the images and sent them to one of her connections in the CIA’s cryptography department to see if he could decipher the meaning of the symbols. They were still waiting for his results, but they were similar to those she’d seen on the walls of the farmhouse. She was sure someone from the Illuminati had drawn them, though she still had no idea what they were supposed to mean.

She pulled an unopened bottle of wine from the refrigerator and a wineglass from the cupboard and set them on the counter. Cracking the bottle, she took a sip of the chilled white and gave Larry a few fish food pellets. Wine was a luxury she didn’t usually allow herself, but she needed fortitude. She had to call her sister and make arrangements to fly back to Santa Barbara. 

For years her work had consumed her, keeping the past at bay, most of the time. Though she checked in with Gwen every few months between assignments, she’d made it a point to avoid going home unless absolutely necessary. Like now.

She took another gulp of wine and sank down onto the cushy carpet of her living room floor. After five years, she still hadn’t gotten around to buying furniture for the place, so much of her time was spent undercover.

She stared up at the blank white ceiling, picturing the occult store her family had run on Cota Street since her childhood. They had lived in the rooms above the shop even after their mom had been taken away. She picked up her cell.

“Magic Shop, may I help you?” Gwen answered on the first ring.

“Hey Sis, it’s me, Carla.” 

“Carla? Oh my Goddess! How good to hear from you! You must be psychic because I was planning to call you. How are you doing?”

“Great. Hey, I’m coming to Santa Barbara.”

“Really? When? How long can you stay?” 

“Easy there, girl. I didn’t know you missed me so much!” Carla laughed.

“You have no idea, Carly. Things are getting pretty scary. You’re being here would really help.” 

Gwen hadn’t used the pet name since high school, since those days long ago when it seemed Carla was forever rescuing her impetuous little sister from trouble. And like those days long ago, she reverted to her typical big-sister behavior. Taking charge of the situation, she came to her sister’s defense.

“What the hell’s going on?” she demanded.

“Someone’s using bad magic against Circe. You remember the coven I’m being initiated into?”

“Of course, Gwen, how could I forget?” She drained the glass of wine. “You of all people know how dangerous believing in that stuff is. Didn’t you learn anything from what happened to mom?” She impatiently combed her fingers through her long black hair, pulling at it as she spoke. “There is no such thing as magic. It’s all just the power of suggestion created by crafty human minds to manipulate others. If I uncover who’s been targeting Circe, I’m sure I’ll eliminate whatever mystery there is. ”

“But—”

“No buts.” She cut Gwen off, the wine making her more impatient than ever with her sister’s fascination with the occult. “Listen, I’m flying out today and you can tell me everything that’s going on then. My plan is to help Kristi run Eye Spy while she finishes up her pregnancy.” She got to her feet and headed toward the bedroom. “Would it be OK if I stay at the Magic Shop?” 

“Of course,” Gwen said. “But I think you should know that Mark Lyons just started working for Kristi.”

“Mark Lyons?” Carla cursed under her breath. “You’re kidding, right?” 

Mark had been her high school nemesis, her passion and her poison. She hadn’t seen him since that fateful night ten years ago, when her dreams had come crashing down. Most days, she managed not to think of him. Nights he still haunted her.

“No, I’m not,” Gwen continued. “But it’s been so long, you’re over him, right?”

“Sure,” she laughed, and lied. “I’ve got to pack. I’ll see you tonight, OK?”

She hung up with her sister. Yanking her carry-on from the closet, she threw it on the bed. 

Damn! It was bad enough having to go home and face the demons of her family’s past. Going back and facing Mark would be ten times worse. 

The wine had lowered her inhibitions and dulled her mind. Distracted, she didn’t notice she was forgetting to pack as neatly as she usually did. She tossed clothes haphazardly into the carry-on, wondering. Why on earth would one of Santa Barbara’s elite, a man from one of the town’s richest families lower himself to work for Kristi’s agency? 
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Carla’s cell rang the instant she stepped off the plane in Los Angeles. She stepped aside from the people deplaning and moved to a more private location near the airport windows.

“Good, I’m glad you picked up right away,” Tate said, her voice businesslike. “Before you head to Santa Barbara, we’ve got a lead on a company in LA. Our sources indicate it might be fronting money to the Illuminati.”

“That was fast! What’s the name? You got an address? If I can get access to their files, I bet I can trace their revenue stream, and I bet if I can do that we’ll be a whole lot closer to cracking the Illuminati.” Carla’s green eyes glinted with the challenge.

“Easy, girl,” Tate laughed. “Before you rush over there with guns blazing, let me give you a word of warning. I checked with Dan Moreno at the LA office and got their specs on the layout of the building. After what happened to you at that farmhouse in Virginia, I want as much information as possible before you waltz in there.”

“I know you’re worried, Tate, but come on, I’m sure it’s just some office building with maybe a few hired security goons hanging around. I can handle that scenario in my sleep.”

“I’m sure you can,” Tate agreed, but then a note of concern crept into her voice. “Listen, I’ve got a bad feeling about this Illuminati thing. I know you prefer logic and reason over such things as gut instinct, but I don’t know... Something tells me we should approach this case carefully.” Tate paused for a moment, thinking, and then continued. “The company is called LSA Enterprises. I’m emailing you what Dan gave me as we speak.”

“Good,” Carla said. “Do we have a building layout?”

“It’s a ten story office building on a major boulevard and commercial strip. Besides a retail optometry shop and a bank on the first floor, the rest of it belongs to LSA Enterprises, which appears to be some kind of financial holding company. Your target is the executive suites on the top floor. Our intelligence indicates that there are surveillance cameras on each floor and there’s the standard security guard at the reception desk on the ground floor.”

“OK.”

“That’s the limit of our intelligence on the interior of the building, but I bet you won’t have much trouble getting in,” Tate said, knowing how good her friend was with locks. “Now, for the escape plan: the rear exit to the building consists of a loading dock, and the garbage for the complex is stored at the back of the building in dumpsters. The building sits on a busy street, but behind the commercial strip is a maze of alleys. Any of them would make a good exit route.”

“It all sounds pretty cut and dried to me,” Carla said, excited. Undercover work was such a rush. Her heart beat faster in anticipation.
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“City of Light, City of Night...” The Doors’ tune filled Carla’s head as she cruised Santa Monica Boulevard in the generic sedan she’d rented at LAX, admiring the polished surfaces, smooth faces and perfect bodies of LA. The traffic was just as bad as she remembered, back when she’d spent her first year after CIA training working with Dan Moreno at the LA office. The city had continued to grow by leaps and bounds. More steel and glass high rises stabbed the sky. 

By the time she completed a drive-by of LSA Enterprises, Santa Monica Boulevard was packed with late afternoon traffic. She smiled. The more people, the more distractions. Her getaway should be a cinch. She parked five blocks to the west on a side street. 

Grabbing her black duffel bag from the back seat, she pulled out a worn, baggy blue jumpsuit. Rather than remove her black jeans and tank top, she pulled the jumpsuit up over the clothing. It was a bit of a squeeze behind the steering wheel, but not too difficult. She donned a baseball cap with gray-haired fringe. Pulling off the adhesive backing, she pushed a thick gray moustache against her upper lip. A fake goatee completed the facial hair. She added a little charcoal to smudge her visible skin and slid on a pair of thick-framed glasses to complete her sex change. 

She found her lock pick kit at the bottom of the duffel bag next to her Colt Defender. With luck, there would be no need to use her favorite lightweight handgun, but just in case, she stuck it along with the lock pick in the deep jumpsuit pocket. 

Adjusting her gait and hunching her shoulders slightly, she looked every bit like an old male janitor as she shuffled toward the office building. The building was nestled between high-rise apartments on the one side and a hotel on the other. At the last moment, she ducked into the alley between the hotel and the office building. Dan’s information was accurate. A string of dumpsters sat alongside a loading dock next to the rear entrance.

A surveillance camera was focused on the loading dock, so she pulled the cap a little lower on her head as she walked up the ramp. A woman came out of the building, undoubtedly headed home after work. Carla caught the door as the woman passed, and entered the building. 

She’d have preferred taking the stairs, but instead, she walked into the service elevator, acting just as if she were a janitor going on duty. Her adrenaline started to pump. At any moment, someone might enter the elevator. Beeping at each floor, the elevator seemed to take forever as it brought her closer to her quarry. Her heart beat faster.

She let out a deep breath when she finally made it to the top floor without incident. Tate had told her there were utility closets on every floor, handily located near the service elevator and stairwell. She headed straight for the utility closet, noting that the cameras on this floor were trained solely on the entrance of the executive suite rather than the rest of the hallway. She tried the door to the utility closet, but it was locked. 

Pretending to fumble with her keys, she used her lock pick to quickly open it. Inside was a room containing mops, brooms and other assorted cleaning supplies, plus a large pushcart with a full-sized garbage can placed on it. She shoved one of the dusting rags into a back pocket of her jumpsuit and wheeled the pushcart into the hall. Tate had told her the cleaning staff typically began its shift at 7 p.m. It was now 6 p.m. If everything worked as planned, she’d be in and out before they arrived.

She wheeled the cart to the door of the executive suite. Using the cart to block the camera’s view of the door handle, she quickly went to work on the lock with her picks. This lock was not as simple as the utility room lock, but it was not a multi-point high security locking system, either.

They must not think a financial holding company would be a target, she thought to herself as she wiggled the lock with the pick.

Just then, the door to the suite burst open, causing her to drop the pick. The door slammed against the cleaning cart and a dark-haired man in a navy business suit cursed at her.

“Watch yourself, old man!” he barked. 

In his hurry to leave, the businessman rushed past Carla without so much as a backward glance and headed to the elevator. 

She propped the door open with the rag and knelt to retrieve her lock pick, the cleaning cart still shielding her from the security camera. Surreptitiously, she watched the man as he jabbed repeatedly at the elevator button. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him. He wore a charcoal gray Armani suit and carried an alligator leather briefcase in one hand. With the other, he impatiently checked the time on his flashy Rolex.

I wonder what’s got that bee in his bonnet, she thought. He could be late for a date, or eager to get home. Just because her intentions were nefarious didn’t mean his were. But why did he look familiar? She’d have to run his description by Tate.

When she stood up again, she ducked her head away from the camera to maximize the camouflage provided by the janitor cap. She pushed the cart through the door. 

The executive suite of LSA Enterprises looked much like any other well-to-do financial company. Expensive mahogany and cherry wood office furniture, sedate blue carpeting, tasteful prints and office decor filled the spacious rooms. 

Carla eyed the walls and ceiling for surveillance equipment, but none caught her eye. Listening for a moment, she heard no one, so she boldly pushed the cleaning cart down the hall to the corner office. The office door stood open. Her eyes immediately went to the jumble of files littering the desk and side table. The computer docking station was empty.

Damn. It looked like someone had gotten there before her. Had it been that man she saw? He certainly seemed eager to get out of there. 

After a few moments of rifling through the useless files on the desk, she headed for the filing cabinet against the wall. It was locked, but she could see where someone had taken a letter opener and tried to pry the lock open. The silver letter opener lay on the thick blue carpet. 

A smile tilted her lips. The rank amateur hadn’t been able to open it. She timed herself. In under a minute, she had the cabinet open and started speedily sifting through files.

At the very back of the bottom drawer, she hit pay dirt, a folder labeled “Ilumine Corp.”

She checked her watch. Ten minutes to get out of there before the real cleaning staff came on shift. Clearing a space on the mahogany desk, she spread out the contents of the first file and quickly scanned through the spreadsheets, correspondence, and invoices. She noticed something interesting. Thousands, perhaps millions, of dollars had flowed through LSA Enterprises to the Illumine Corporation, which was listed as a Swiss company. 

The only name she recognized in the file was Charles Harrington. She pulled her Agency-issued camera from her coveralls. In order to better photograph the documents, she took off the thick-rimmed glasses of her disguise and set them on the desk. She quickly began snapping pictures of the pages that looked most important.

What are they doing with all that money? And what does Charles Harrington have to do with it?

Harrington was a Santa Barbara politician who’d long been active in local politics. He’d recently made the jump onto the national scene and been elected to Congress.

Abruptly, she realized the man she’d just seen was Charles Harrington. Had he been the one trying to get into these files?

She grabbed the next file. It was much more cryptic. She couldn’t decipher the first several pages, which were written in a foreign language. She knew enough German to recognize it as the language used in the documents, but she didn’t know enough to translate. Judging by the formulas sprinkled liberally across the page, she guessed the document contained some kind of scientific information. She snapped more photos, finished that file, and opened the next. To her surprise, it contained several pages of text she recognized as Latin.

What on earth? Forgetting to photograph the page as she studied it, she tried to remember the meager amount of Latin she’d learned in high school.

“What the hell are you doing?” A deep male voice demanded, startling her.

“Disculpa,” she muttered. Relying on her training as a CIA operative, she smoothly slipped the camera back into her pocket and quickly replaced the fake glasses onto her nose before turning to the man.

But all her training wasn’t enough to prepare her for who she saw standing there. He was the last man she’d ever expect to run into in LA, much less in the executive
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