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  To all the readers who wanted more Section 47 books—this one is for you.

 



To my mom—for everything.








  
  “The cover-up is always worse than the initial crime, especially at Section 47.”—Jack Locke, Section 47 cleaner

“Keep everyone close, friends and enemies alike, because you never know when one might turn into the other.”—General Jethro Percy, head of the Section 47 board of directors








  
  CHAPTER ONE

[image: image-placeholder]
CHARLOTTE


You could always tell the thieves by their props. 
A watering can and a pair of gardening gloves. A waiter’s tray and a notepad. A gold watch and a briefcase.  
At first glance, thieves always looked like they belonged in their surroundings, and they blended into the background like paint on a wall. But thieves had their tells, just like players in a poker game, and if you looked closely enough, you could spot the subtle signs they weren’t what they appeared. 
A woman kneeling by a flower bed but not actually dousing the blossoms with her watering can or digging her gloved hands into the dirt. A man leaning against a table that held an empty tray and a notepad but not actually waiting on anyone or scribbling down orders. Another man sitting in a chair, checking his imitation-gold watch and fiddling with the black leather briefcase on his lap but not actually opening the container and drawing out any papers. 
So far, I’d clocked three thieves in the lobby, all situated at different points around the perimeter like a lopsided triangle. The woman with the watering can was close to the entrance, where rows of trees, hedges, and flowers formed a large garden. The waiter was next to a gray marble column beside the café that dominated the left side of the lobby, while the businessman was in a chair close to the reception desk at the center of the back wall. 
The three thieves maintained their positions and pretenses while scores of people pushed through the revolving doors at the front of the lobby, strode past the garden, and then either veered into the café or headed toward the left or right bank of elevators. A few folks stopped at the reception desk to ask for directions. 
Like many buildings on the outskirts of Washington, D.C., this structure housed a variety of businesses, everything from dentists and lawyers to accountants and acupuncturists. One elevator car after another dinged out its arrival, while the café’s espresso machines hissed, burped, and spewed out one beverage after another, creating a pleasant symphony of sound. The dark, rich scent of a dozen different coffees curled through the air, along with a yeasty whiff of fresh-baked cinnamon rolls that made my stomach rumble with longing. 
Too bad Section 47 spies didn’t get coffee breaks.
I angled my phone left and right, using the screen to watch the thieves scattered around the lobby. This crew was more subtle and disciplined than most, but they all looked tense and wary, and they were all turned so that they had a clear view of their target—me. 
Just like the thieves, I too was wearing a disguise—a bright royal-blue pantsuit that stood out like an unwanted ink stain amid the bland gray furniture. I hadn’t bothered with a watch or any jewelry, and instead of the expected heels, dark gray sneakers covered my feet. The scuffed shoes were my tell, but I didn’t care about blending in with everyone else. Comfort had always been much more important than fashion to me, since you never knew when things might go wrong, and you might have to run for your life as a spy. Something that happened far too frequently for my peace of mind.
I put my phone away and stared through the glass wall at the street outside. Traffic flowed at a steady pace, accompanied by the impatient honk of horns, and no cars were idling at the curb, waiting to whisk the thieves away after they’d finished their heist.
In addition to the front wall, two side walls were also made of glass, and the bright sunlight streaming inside made the silver flecks in the floor shimmer like minnows swimming through the gray marble. Off to the right, the garden greenery clustered around a wooden bridge that stretched over a stream of bubbling water that widened into a round stone pool filled with glimmering coins. 
A sea of worn couches spread across the center of the lobby before giving way to black wrought-iron tables and chairs that perched around the café on the left wall. A corner escalator rose to the second floor, which featured a glassed-in terrace that served as overflow seating for the café. 
Chandeliers dangled from the ceiling, each one with long, skinny, stiff white paper strands that made them look like giant dandelion puffs about to be blown away by the aggressive heating system. Black security cameras also dangled from the ceiling and swiveled back and forth like oblong spiders swinging from thin strands. 
I stared up at the closest camera. Gia Chan and Diego Benito, my colleagues at Section 47, were no doubt viewing the live footage right now. They were stationed in a building down the block, along with a strike team, just waiting to rush in and apprehend the thieves when they finally decided to make a move. But I couldn’t help but wonder who else might be peering through the cameras—and what their plans were for me.
I resisted snapping off a cheeky salute to my silent watchers, Section 47 and otherwise, and dropped my gaze back down to the lobby. 
Everyone looked perfectly normal, but I kept glancing around, trying to figure out whether I’d missed spotting any more thieves. Hard to tell, given the dozens of people coming and going, but maybe I could fix that. 
I stretched my hand out and drummed my fingers on the briefcase perched on the cushion beside me, as though I was growing bored waiting to be seen. All three thieves tensed, and the woman with the watering can dug her knees into the dirt like she wanted to leap up, sprint forward, and brain me with the metal container. 
Given how fidgety she had been since I’d entered the lobby ten minutes ago, I was willing to bet the gardener-thief was a paramortal, someone with special magical abilities. Most likely, she was an enduro with incredible stamina, someone who could fight, run, or stay awake for days on end. Many enduros felt a constant need to burn off the amazing amount of energy pumping through their bodies, and this woman kept shifting on her knees and curling and uncurling her fingers around the watering can. 
As for the waiter-thief and the businessman-thief, they were most likely paramortals too, although I couldn’t tell what powers the two men might have. They could be enduros like the woman—or something even more dangerous. 
I kept drumming my fingers on the briefcase, which was the same bright blue as my suit, as though I were a peacock preening my feathers to attract maximum attention. The three thieves were the only ones who reacted to the motion, but I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that someone else was watching me, so I drew in a breath and reached for my magic.
Just like the three thieves, I too was a paramortal. My ability? A magical form of synesthesia that let me see mistakes, typos, and errors in whatever document, spreadsheet, or contract I was reviewing, something that helped me track rogue paramortals as a spy-slash-analyst for Section 47. But my synesthesia took other forms as well, including a highly tuned sense of danger and an inner voice that whispered of threats—
A bit of pink flared off to my left. I tensed, but the pink flare was centered on a puddle of spilled coffee. My synesthesia might be useful in sensing true mortal danger, like an assassin who wanted to shoot me, but it often bombarded me with bright, colorful lights, even when it was just pointing out a minor hazard like a slick floor. I grimaced and looked away before the neon-pink flare sparked a headache.
“Excuse me, Ms. Locke,” a light, feminine voice called out.
Heels clacked on the floor, and a woman came out from behind the reception desk and stopped beside me. Her pantsuit was the same light silver as her short, wavy hair, and she blended into the background even better than the thieves did. The woman looked to be in her fifties, with rosy skin and pretty features schooled into a polite expression. 
“I’m Iris Berriston.” The woman smiled and held out her hand. “I’m the agent on-site and will be handling the transfer of assets.”
I leaned forward, shook her hand, and returned her smile with one of my own. “Thank you, Iris. And please, call me Charlotte. People only call me Ms. Locke when there is some sort of trouble at Section 47.”
Iris’s light brown eyes twinkled with amusement. “Isn’t there always some sort of trouble at Section 47?”
I snorted. That was an understatement.
To most folks, Section 47 was a bland moniker, a nondescript name for a corporation that did important yet vague things for the government like so many other businesses in Washington, D.C. In reality, Section 47 was a super-secret spy organization devoted to gathering intelligence and analyzing information to thwart crimes, mass-casualty events, and terrorist activities. Only instead of chasing regular villains, Section 47 was tasked with tracking, apprehending, and policing dangerous paramortals.
Section 47 took its name from a specific, extra bit of DNA that supposedly imbued paramortals with all their amazing abilities. At least, that was the commonly accepted scientific theory, although most paramortals just called their abilities magic. 
As an analyst for Section 47, I monitored and tracked the worst of the worst—criminals, terrorists, and other rogue paramortals who used their magical abilities and enhanced weapons to commit horrific atrocities. Like Henrika Hyde, a weapons maker I had been chasing for the last few months who had morphed into my personal nemesis. 
Iris’s smile melted away, and her face turned serious. “I’m just waiting to receive a final confirmation and some paperwork from headquarters, and then I can take you down to the Vault. It should only be a few more minutes.”
Section 47 was all about hiding in plain sight. Several decades ago, this building had been a bank, and over the years, the Section higher-ups had quietly repurposed the lowest level, turning it into a storage facility for illegal biomagical drugs, weapons, money, and other items that were confiscated during raids. Hence the nickname the Vault.
Iris gestured at the café. “Can I get you anything while you wait? Water? Juice? Coffee?”
“No, I’m fine. Thank you.” 
She nodded, then returned to the reception desk. Iris reached for the landline phone, but her hand trembled, and the receiver squirted out of her grasp and landed with a loud clatter. She winced and scooped up the receiver.
Thwack.
The wet slap of a mop hitting the floor drew my attention. Off to the left, a janitor nudged a yellow cart forward and swiped his mop back and forth, cleaning up the spilled coffee my synesthesia had pointed out. 
His dark blue coveralls outlined his broad shoulders and lean, muscled body, while black boots encased his feet. A blue baseball hat topped his head, covering most of his dark blond hair and casting a shadow over his tan skin, along with the golden stubble that clung to his strong jaw. 
The janitor bent down over the mop, hunching his shoulders and making himself seem much shorter than his six-foot height. 
“Don’t ogle me too much, Numbers.” A low, teasing voice with a hint of an Australian accent echoed through my earbud. “You don’t want to blow my cover.”
Desmond Percy was always worth ogling, even if he was wearing drab coveralls instead of the sleek business suits he preferred. I grabbed my phone and held it up to my ear, pretending to talk to someone.
“I’m just surprised to see a Section 47 cleaner actually cleaning something up, Crocodile Dundee,” I replied, my soft Southern accent adding an extra drawl to my voice.
When I’d first met Desmond, I’d dubbed him Crocodile Dundee because of his Australian accent, while he’d called me Numbers because of the calculations he said were always going on in my mind. At first, I’d despised the nickname, but now I loved the extra connection between the two of us. 
“Usually, all you cleaners do is make a bloody mess—in every sense of the word,” I continued. 
Desmond chuckled at my black humor. As an analyst, my job was to track rogue paramortals, but as a cleaner, Desmond’s job was to eliminate them—permanently. He was one of Section 47’s top assassins and a powerful galvanist, someone who could control and manipulate different forms of energy, from the electricity humming through the chandeliers to the steam spewing out of the café’s espresso machines to the battery charge in my phone.  
“At least you get to be the anonymous worker bee today instead of me.” I sighed. “Although those coveralls look a lot more comfortable than the nutcracker outfit I had to wear at Christmas.”
“Are you still holding a grudge about that?” he teased again. 
A few weeks ago, Desmond and I had gone undercover during a Christmas Eve party at Tannenbaum Castle in Germany. Desmond had attended as Desmond Macfarlane, his undercover alias as a notorious arms dealer. Me? I’d been stuck pretending to be a waiter, and given the party’s holiday theme, I’d been forced to dress up like a toy soldier from The Nutcracker ballet, complete with an itchy black brimmed hat, a stiff button-up jacket, and knee-high boots that had pinched my feet. 
“You would hold a grudge too if you’d had to wear that awful costume,” I muttered.
Desmond chuckled again. “Well, I thought you looked amazing. Then again, you always look amazing.”
The low, husky note in his voice made me shiver. Desmond and I had been together for a few months, and so far, things had been wonderful between us, despite the trouble we’d run into in Germany. The couple that spies together stays together. At least for now. I didn’t know what kind of future Desmond and I might have, but I was eager to find out.
At their respective positions, all three thieves suddenly snapped to attention. The gardener surged to her feet and looked at the businessman, who’d been checking his watch. He stood up and nodded to her, as well as to the waiter. Then all three of them headed in my direction. Whatever they had been waiting for had finally happened, and now they were ready to get down to business.
I glanced over at Desmond. “Here we go. Wish me luck.”
A smile crooked the corner of his mouth. “You don’t need luck, Charlotte, but I’ll wish it for you anyway, and I’ll be watching your back, just like always.”
Desmond pulled a Caution sign out of the janitor’s cart and stuck it on the damp floor. Then he slid the mop into the bucket and pushed the cart away, whistling a soft tune. Desmond strode right by the fake waiter, but the other man didn’t give him a second look.
Over at the reception desk, Iris murmured something into the landline phone, then set the receiver down. She stared at it a few seconds, then raised her head and gestured at me.
I slid my phone into my pocket, then reached for the briefcase. My fingers curled around the handle, and I blew out a tense breath, got to my feet, and headed toward the other agent.
Time to see if the thieves took the bait.






  
  CHAPTER TWO

[image: image-placeholder]
CHARLOTTE


The three thieves kept heading toward me. I turned my back and strode away as though I hadn’t noticed them at all, much less the fact that they were focused on me like heat-seeking missiles streaking toward a target. 
I reached the reception desk, and Iris stretched her arm out to the side. “This way, Charlotte.”
By this point, most folks had come in to work for the day, and the lobby was empty, except for some stragglers in line at the café. Good. Section 47 kept a tight lid on magical activities, so the general public had no idea paramortals and their powers even existed. I wanted to keep it that way, although I had a sinking feeling that things were going to get messy with the thieves. Then again, everything involving Henrika Hyde always got messy—and bloody—in the end.
I fell in step beside Iris. Maybe it was my synesthesia surging up and messing with my senses or just knowing the thieves were behind me, but the scuffing of my sneakers on the floor morphed into a squeaky, disjointed mantra in my mind. 
Dan-ger, dan-ger, dan-ger . . .
I ground my teeth and ignored the unwanted noise. I glanced out of the corners of my eyes, looking for shadows coming up on the floor behind me, as well as listening for the quick slap of footsteps . . .
Nothing happened. No shadows, no footsteps, no rough hands yanking the briefcase away. 
Iris led me over to the elevator bank on the left side of the lobby and swiped a white keycard over a reader embedded in the wall. A light flashed green, and the door slid back. The two of us stepped into the elevator and turned around, facing out toward the lobby.
I tensed, my fingers curling even tighter around the briefcase handle. Any second now, the thieves were going to storm into the elevator and try to wrest the case away from me . . .
But once again, nothing happened. 
Iris hesitated, then swiped her keycard over the elevator panel. A light flashed green, and the door slid shut. 
What was going on? Why hadn’t the thieves rushed forward and tried to take the briefcase? Had I done something to spook them?
I frowned at my reflection in the mirrored door. Auburn hair, blue eyes, pale skin, bright blue suit, matching briefcase. Everything about me was the same as when I’d left Section 47 headquarters, and I’d followed the mission plan to the letter. Enter the lobby, sit down, and let the thieves approach me. 
But the thieves hadn’t made a move, which meant they had some other plan to steal the briefcase. What was I missing?
I pulled out my phone to ask Desmond what was happening in the lobby, but a message on the screen warned that I didn’t have a signal. Even more alarming was the faint buzz of static crackling through my earbud. My stomach clenched. Someone was jamming our comms. 
Iris let out a loud, raspy exhale, and a puff of warm, sour air wafted across my neck. I looked at the other agent out of the corners of my eyes. She stabbed a button to take us to the lower Vault level, but her hand trembled, just as it had earlier when she’d been reaching for the landline phone on her desk.  
My heart sank right along with the elevator, but I turned toward her. “How did Henrika Hyde get to you?” 
Iris blinked. “What?”
“How did Henrika convince you to try to steal this?” I jiggled the briefcase in my hand. “Did she blackmail you? Threaten your family? Or did you just take the money she offered?” 
I didn’t bother keeping the disgust out of my voice, and Iris flinched at my harsh tone. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard of Henrika Hyde.”
Lie, my inner voice whispered. In addition to pointing out hazards and dangers, my synesthesia also told me whenever someone was lying, whether it was a small, harmless fib (of course your new haircut looks great) to an outright whopper (of course I didn’t eat the last cookie). 
Even without the telltale whisper, I still would have known Iris wasn’t telling the truth. Everyone at Section 47 had heard of Henrika Hyde, thanks to Desmond and me and our run-ins with the weapons maker over the last few months. 
I looked at Iris, who stared right back at me. Her tongue swiped out over her lips, and a pink light flared around her body. The seconds ticked by in soft, charged silence, and the pink light intensified, morphing into a bloody red I knew all too well.
“Dammit,” Iris muttered.
She slapped a button on the panel, and the elevator screeched to a halt. The abrupt motion tossed me to the side, and my right shoulder banged against the side of the car. I lost my grip on the briefcase, which tumbled to the floor.
I cursed and reached for the briefcase, but Iris yanked a small gun out of the pocket of her suit jacket. 
“Stop right there!” she growled.
I stopped, even as my synesthesia surged up, outlining the gun in an even brighter, bloodier red than it had Iris. I ground my teeth again. Sometimes I thought my paramortal power was total overkill, since I could clearly see the other woman aiming the weapon at my chest, and I already knew exactly how much danger I was in.
“Pick up the briefcase,” Iris growled again. “Slowly.”
I crouched down. My fingers curled around the handle, and I thought about snapping my arm up and using the briefcase as a weapon, but I resisted the urge. 
I slowly rose to my feet. “You didn’t answer my question.”
“What question?”
“How did Henrika get her hooks into you? Blackmail, threats, or money?”
Iris’s dark brown eyes narrowed. “Money, not that it’s any of your business.”
I jerked my chin at the gun in her hand. “You’ve made it my business.”
She scoffed. “You wouldn’t understand. A Legacy like you will always have a place at Section, but people like me don’t have the same luxury.”
Legacy was Section 47’s term for folks with other family members who also worked for the spy organization, either currently or in the past. If your family members did well and climbed up the leadership ranks, then being a Legacy could greatly aid your standing at Section. But if your family members screwed up, well, being a Legacy could be more of a hindrance than a help.
I’d always fallen more on the hindrance side of the Legacy equation, thanks to my father, Jack Locke, a cleaner who had died under mysterious circumstances on a Section mission roughly fifteen years ago. 
“People like you?” I asked.
Iris shrugged. “Paramortals without amazing abilities. Technically, I’m a transmuter, although the only thing I’ve ever been able to do with my magic is make things sparkle.”
A silver glow flickered around her fingers, and the gun in her hand gleamed brightly in response, as though she had just polished it. Strong transmuters could change the physical properties of objects, like turning water into ice, but Iris was right about her limited magic. 
“I dreamed about being a Section field agent, but my weak, useless power got me a weak, useless job.” Iris sneered. “I’m nothing but a glorified elevator operator, taking people down to the Vault, and it’s long past time I made a career change.”
“So you took the money.” 
“Absolutely. Now, shut up and stand still.”
Iris took a little better aim at me with her gun. I tensed and tightened my grip on the briefcase, ready to snap up the container and put it between me and any bullets that came my way. 
The other agent stared at me a second longer, then hit a button on the panel. Instead of descending toward the Vault, the elevator rose and climbed up past the lobby. 
“Where are we going?” I asked, worry making my stomach swell like a balloon in my body. 
Iris’s lips pulled back into a sly smile. “You’ll figure it out soon enough, Charlotte. But for right now, just enjoy the ride.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A few seconds later, the elevator stopped and dinged out its arrival on the fifth floor. The door slid back, revealing a glass wall running the length of a corridor. On the opposite side of the glass, low white plastic walls partitioned off the space beyond like a giant tic-tac-toe board. The cubicles were empty, although landline phones, headsets, and wires crisscrossed the floor like a nest of black snakes.  
According to the building blueprints I’d reviewed, the call center had recently gone bankrupt, leaving this floor empty of people. A lone security camera dangled from the ceiling, but it didn’t swivel around, and I couldn’t tell if it was monitoring us—or if Gia, Diego, and the other Section agents stationed outside the building realized just how much trouble I was in.  
Iris waggled her gun. “Move.”
I stepped out of the elevator. She followed and gestured for me to stop beside a high wooden table against the glass wall. “Put the briefcase down.” 
I did as ordered, although I kept my hand curled around the handle.
Iris backed away a few steps, pulled her phone out of her jacket pocket, and held it up to her ear. “Package secure.”
“Get the goods and get out of there,” a male voice murmured through the phone. 
“Roger that,” she replied, then waggled the gun again. “Open the briefcase.”
“Why do you want the case? There’s nothing in it.”
A low, ugly laugh trilled out of her mouth. “Please. I might be a glorified elevator operator, but I get a list of all the items brought to the Vault for storage, so I know you’re carrying the Grunglass Necklace. Henrika wants her property back, Charlotte.”
A few months ago, Henrika Hyde had tried to steal the Grunglass Necklace from the Halstead Hotel in Washington, D.C. The necklace had belonged to Hiram Halstead, Henrika’s father, who had promised it to her mother, Natasha, as payment for being his longtime mistress. But Hiram’s other daughter, Petra Halstead, had kept her half sister from getting the necklace. A furious Henrika had bombed one of Hiram’s hotels, killing her father and forcing Petra into hiding. 
“Open the briefcase,” Iris repeated. “Now.”
“Why? So you can kill me a second later?” I shook my head. “No way. If you want the necklace, come over here and get it yourself.”
The other agent rolled her eyes. “Killing you isn’t part of the plan, Charlotte. I’m here to get the necklace and get paid. Nothing more, nothing less.”
I waited, but my synesthesia was silent. Iris was telling the truth. She either didn’t want to or didn’t have orders to kill me. Why not? 
During the Tannenbaum mission in Germany, Desmond and I had battled a group of thieves who wanted to steal the Nutcracker Ruby, a ring worth millions of dollars. Katarina Tanetsa, the group’s leader, had claimed that Henrika had promised her a bonus for eliminating me. So why would Henrika let me live now? What had changed? 
A soft beep sounded. Iris checked her phone again. “Time’s up. Open the case. Or I’ll start putting bullets in your body until you change your mind.”
“Okay, okay. You win.”
I keyed in a code on the electronic panel embedded in the blue leather. The lock clicked, and the lid lifted. I spun the briefcase around on the table so that the open side was facing Iris.
“Raise it up,” she ordered. 
I slowly lifted the lid, revealing a large gold chandelier necklace on a bed of pale green velvet. The stunning necklace was studded with large teardrop-shaped emeralds and smaller princess-cut white diamonds, and all the jewels sparked and flashed with a vibrant inner fire. 
Iris let out a low, appreciative whistle, then lifted her phone to her ear again. “Secondary objective secure. Heading toward the exit.”
“Roger that.” Once again, a man’s voice echoed out of her phone. 
I frowned. Henrika was obsessed with the Grunglass Necklace, and the whole point of this mission had been to leak the fact that I was bringing it to the Vault for safekeeping. I’d expected Henrika to make a play for the necklace, and I’d been planning to use the thieves to try to discover where she was hiding. So why would Iris refer to the necklace as a secondary objective? And why hadn’t the three thieves come here to help her?
Unless . . . the thieves were busy stealing something else.
A chill swept down my spine, and my stomach churned with worry. Henrika never did anything halfway, and if she had ordered the thieves to target another item at the Vault, then their primary objective had to be something big. What could be worth more to Henrika than the necklace she had coveted since childhood? 
Iris slid her phone into her pocket, although she kept her gun aimed at my chest. “Close the case and hand it to me. No tricks, or I’ll shoot you.”
I closed the briefcase lid and stepped forward.
“Stop!” Iris barked out. “Stay where you are, and push the case over to me.”
I grabbed hold of the briefcase and shoved it forward like I was a bartender sliding a drink over to a thirsty customer. The case slid to a stop at Iris’s end of the table. 
She picked it up, then grinned. “A pleasure doing business with you, Charlotte.”
“It’s not business. Not to me. Henrika made it personal.”
Iris shrugged. “Well, that’s between you and her. Me? I’m planning to retire to a nice little tropical island.”
I shook my head. “You’re not going anywhere.”
She laughed. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m the one with the gun.”
“Oh, I knew someone would have a gun.” I grinned. “So I brought a few toys of my own.”
Iris’s forehead creased with confusion, and her gaze flicked up and down my body, trying to spot whatever weapons I might have tucked away in my clothes. 
“Execute Command Jewelry Box,” I called out in a loud voice.
Iris flinched, and her entire body tensed. 
One second ticked by. Then two, three, four, five . . .
Nothing happened.
Iris’s body relaxed, although her face twisted into an ugly sneer. “I don’t know what you’re playing at, Charlotte—”
Bang!
An explosion sounded, and a cloud of bright green smoke spewed out of the briefcase.






  
  CHAPTER THREE
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DESMOND


I pushed the janitor’s cart toward the café exit, where the spout of a water cooler hanging off the side of a table was dripping onto the floor. I turned the spout fully to the off position, then pulled my mop out of its bucket and slapped it against the gray marble, cleaning up this latest spill.  
I kept my shoulders hunched, but my gaze remained on Charlotte. Even if we hadn’t been on a mission, I still would have been watching her, since Charlotte Locke was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, especially when it came to her aura.
People constantly gave off energy, just like all the phones, tablets, and laptops they used. As a galvanist, I could see and feel that energy the same way I could sense the light and heat from a glowing bulb. People’s auras usually appeared as shimmering colors, although I occasionally sensed ripples of emotion instead. Charlotte’s aura was a deep, brilliant blue, more vivid than any sapphire, and most of the time, she radiated a sense of cool calm that was like a balm soothing my heart. 
Charlotte joined Iris Berriston at the reception desk. Iris’s dark green aura flickered over and over like a bulb about to short-circuit, indicating she was more nervous than she appeared. As the Section agent on-site, Iris was responsible for overseeing, cataloging, and protecting all the dangerous, valuable objects stored in the Vault. That was enough to make anyone nervous.
The two women went down the corridor on the left side of the lobby, heading toward the elevators. 
Our plan was simple. Charlotte would let the thieves approach and try to steal the briefcase. While the thieves were focused on her, I would come up from behind and subdue them. 
The three thieves picked up their pace, crossing the lobby and following along behind Charlotte and Iris. Their auras were a swirling miasma of rusty red, sickly yellow, and putrid orange that reflected their raw nerves and ill intentions.
The thieves quickened their pace. My fingers tightened around the mop, and I stepped out from behind the janitor’s cart, ready to sprint forward to help Charlotte . . . 
At the last instant, the three thieves veered away from Charlotte and rounded the right side of the reception desk.
I froze mid-step, and one of my boots slipped on the wet patch of floor I’d mopped. By the time I steadied myself, the thieves had entered the corridor on the right side of the lobby and vanished from view. 
Worry dripped off me faster than the water sluicing out of the mop. Why had the thieves moved away from Charlotte? Had they realized I was watching them? But if that was the case, why go deeper into the lobby? Why not head toward the exit?
A flash of movement caught my eye, along with the murmur of a low baritone voice. I looked to the right just in time to see a man wearing a dark business suit cross the wooden bridge over the stream of water and step behind a tree in the garden section of the lobby.
I’d only seen the man for a moment, but something about him seemed strangely familiar. I peered in that direction, but I only got glimpses of the man moving back and forth through the trees, as though he was pacing while he took a call. 
I shrugged off my unease. The mystery man didn’t matter. Protecting Charlotte did. 
I glanced at the left side of the lobby. Charlotte and Iris stepped into the elevator, and the door closed behind them. The thieves hadn’t even tried to get close to the two agents, which increased my confusion. If the thieves weren’t after Charlotte, what were they doing here?
I stowed my mop in its bucket and pushed the janitor’s cart toward the right side of the lobby where the thieves had gone.  
“Charlotte?” I murmured. “Charlotte, can you hear me?”
A faint whine erupted in my earbud, along with crackling static. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, but I didn’t have a signal. Someone was jamming our comms, which meant Charlotte and I had no way to talk to each other. 
I glanced up at the nearest security camera, but it was no longer sweeping back and forth. Looked like it had been disabled too, which meant our Section backup was most likely blind to what was happening. Fuck. 
I shoved my phone back into my pocket. My steps slowed, and I wavered, torn between checking on Charlotte and tracking the thieves. But Charlotte could take care of herself, something she’d proven time and time again, including a few months ago here in D.C., when we’d been trying to ferret out Henrika Hyde’s moles inside Section 47, and a few weeks ago in Germany, when we’d been separated at Tannenbaum Castle. 
I trusted Charlotte to do her job the same way she trusted me to do mine. Right now, my job was apprehending the thieves, so I pushed the janitor’s cart forward again.
I parked my cart beside the reception desk, then plucked the mop out of its bucket and glanced around the corner into the right corridor. The three thieves were standing beside an elevator. The man in the business suit pulled a white keycard out of his pocket and waved it over the reader on the wall. A light turned green, a loud ding sounded, and a green arrow pointing downward appeared over the elevator. Somehow the thieves had gotten a keycard that let them access the Section elevator that went down to the Vault, which meant they could still ambush Charlotte on the lower level.
The thieves stepped into the elevator. Still clutching the mop, I abandoned all pretense of stealth and rushed forward, but I was too slow, and the door closed before I was halfway down the corridor.
I didn’t have time to wait for another elevator, so I hurried over to a door in the corner topped by a sign that read Emergency Exit Only. Even Section 47 had to follow fire and safety codes, so I knew the door led down to the Vault. 
I slapped my hand up against the card reader embedded in the wall and reached out with my galvanism. In an instant, I could feel the current running through the reader, and I twisted the electricity around and around like I was turning a key in a lock. In a way, that was exactly what I was doing.
Beep!
The light on the reader turned green, and the door buzzed open. Still holding the mop, I yanked the door open the rest of the way and stepped through to the other side. A light clicked on above my head, revealing a concrete staircase. I pulled the door shut behind me and hurried forward.
I had to reach the Vault—and Charlotte—before the thieves did.
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“Charlotte?” I called out. “Charlotte?”
Once again, the only response I got was the crackle of static in my earbud. Comms were still down.
Thirty seconds later, I reached a metal door at the bottom of the stairs. It too was locked with a keycard reader, but a surge of my galvanism took care of that.
The door buzzed open. I hooked my fingers around the frame, cracked it open a little wider, and peered through to the other side.
A dark gray marble corridor stretched out in front of me. In the distance, the soft echoes of footsteps sounded, along with the faint murmur of voices. The thieves had beaten me here, which meant they could already be creeping up on Charlotte. 
I stepped into the corridor. I’d had a gun hidden among the cleaning supplies in the janitor’s cart, and I’d foolishly left it behind in my rush. But that was okay. As a cleaner, I had been trained to kill with whatever I could get my hands on, and the mop I was currently holding would make an excellent weapon, as would the pocket watch with its long, attached silver chain in the front flap of my coveralls. And I could always use my galvanism to take down an enemy by stopping the electrical charge that powered their heart.
I quickened my pace, keeping my steps soft and silent. I reached the end of the corridor and peeked around the corner. The next corridor was much longer, with thick metal doors set into the walls like lockers in a school. 
The three thieves were about halfway down the corridor, clustered around a door that was wider than most of the others. To my surprise, Charlotte was nowhere in sight. 
The woman who’d been pretending to be a gardener looked at the man who’d been masquerading as a waiter. Small name tags on their clothes marked her as Bonnie and him as Woody. 
“Are you sure this is the right locker?” Bonnie asked.
“Of course I’m sure,” Woody replied, then gestured at the fake businessman. “Hey, Arnold, hand me the codebreaker.”
Arnold reached into a flap on the side of his briefcase and pulled out a device that looked like a small black phone. Woody plucked a cord out of his pants pocket and used it to attach the codebreaker to the keypad on the wall beside the locker door. He hit some buttons, and a series of numbers flashed on the device, the six-digit combinations zipping by too fast to follow. 
“You’re sure the evidence is stored in this locker?” Bonnie repeated her earlier question. “Because we don’t have time for you to be wrong.”
“Yes,” Woody muttered, his gaze on the codebreaker. “The manifest said all the German evidence is stored in this locker.”
My ears pricked up. German evidence? They had to be talking about the Tannenbaum mission where Charlotte and I had stopped a group of mercenaries from stealing the Nutcracker Ruby. The valuable ring belonged to Elsa Eisen, who had used her ancestral castle as a storage facility for paramortal criminals to hide their ill-gotten goods. Elsa’s brother, Peter, had foolishly embezzled money from Henrika Hyde, a longtime Eisen family client, and Henrika had retaliated by killing Peter and trying to steal the Nutcracker Ruby from Elsa.
I frowned. Elsa had been allowed to keep the ring as part of the deal she’d made to secretly feed information on her clients to Section 47, and the Nutcracker Ruby was safely locked away in the depths of Tannenbaum Castle. If the thieves had a manifest of the locker’s contents, then they knew the ring wasn’t here. So what were they after? The only other thing Charlotte and I had found at the castle that was truly valuable had been . . . 
The Redburn explosive.
Henrika Hyde had created dozens of nasty weapons over the years. Poisons that targeted specific individuals and bloodlines, chemicals that would freeze people’s lungs seconds after being inhaled, even drugs that would give regular people short-lived paramortal powers and melt their insides at the same time. But Redburn was perhaps the deadliest, most powerful formula Henrika had ever concocted, and it was designed to kill even the strongest paramortal. 
Something I had discovered the hard way on the Blacksea mission. 
My chest tightened, my heart squeezed, and my gut twisted with a sickening wrench. The dim underground corridor vanished, replaced by a bright, sunny beach on an island off the coast of Australia. I blinked, and suddenly, I was standing in the sand, feeling the loose grit shift under my boots. In the distance, one bomb after another blew up in slow motion, each explosion a little closer, louder, and more violent than the last. 
Fire, heat, force, and fury rolled toward me in an unstoppable red-orange wave. Dimly, I could hear Graham Walker, my best friend and fellow Section cleaner, yelling at me to run, get back, get down. I flinched as Graham crashed into me, driving my body deep down into the sand and shielding me as best he could. The powerful explosions blasted over us both, the intense, burning heat searing off one layer of my skin after another and scorching all the way down into my bones—
Beep. 
The codebreaker finished its work, shattering my memory. The beach vanished, and the corridor snapped back into focus, although cold sweat beaded on my forehead, and my heart pounded in my too-tight chest.
A light on the keypad turned green, and the locker door opened. Woody unhooked the codebreaker and handed it to Arnold, who slid it back into the flap on his briefcase.  
Bonnie grinned. “Well, that was easier than expected.”
“I told you it would work,” Woody crowed. “Now, let’s get what we came for, while Bryce takes care of the primary objective.”
Primary objective? If breaking into this locker was merely a side mission, then what was the thieves’ most important purpose? Stealing the Grunglass Necklace from Charlotte? Or something else? 
The three thieves entered the locker. They left the door open behind them, and clangs, clanks, and bangs sounded as they searched through the contents. 
“Charlotte?” I whispered. “Charlotte?”
Still no answer, only static. Whatever the thieves were after, it was up to me to stop them. Then I could find Charlotte, and we could figure out what was really going on. 
I waited a few more seconds, giving the thieves enough time to wade deep into the locker, then eased around the corner, tiptoed over to the open door, and peered inside.
A long metal table stood in the center of the storage space, and metal shelves lined all three walls. The thieves were in the very back, pulling out one plastic bin after another, tearing off the lids, and rifling through the contents. 
“Where is it?” Bonnie muttered. 
“Keep looking,” Arnold replied. “Maybe the Section 47 evidence techs didn’t realize what the vials were and labeled them wrong.”
Vials? Once again, that sandy beach loomed up in my mind, blotting out everything else. I swiped the cold sweat off my forehead with a shaking hand. Anger erupted in my chest, and I seized onto the red-hot emotion, letting it ground me in the here and now. The phantom beach melted away, replaced by the storage locker. 
After I’d killed some of the mercenaries at Tannenbaum Castle, I’d found several vials of bloodred liquid among the mercs’ supplies. In addition to stealing the Nutcracker Ruby, Henrika had wanted to blow Elsa Eisen to smithereens, along with her ancestral castle. 
I drew in a breath, and the remembered stench of the Redburn explosive flooded my nose—sweet, sticky honey mixed with rotten eggs. My nostrils flared in disgust, and more anger erupted in my chest. 
Given my own horrific experience with the explosive, I’d swiped the vials from the castle, and Charlotte and I had agreed to hide them from everyone. The Redburn formula was simply too dangerous to entrust to anyone, especially the Section 47 leaders, who would try to reverse engineer the formula. If they succeeded, then more people would suffer the same agonizing fate as Graham. 
I couldn’t let that happen. Not again. Not to anyone. Not even an enemy.
I tightened my grip on the mop in my hand and stepped into the locker. I’d deal with the thieves, then find Charlotte.
Squeak. 
My damp boot squelched against the floor. The thieves whirled around. For a heartbeat, we all stood there staring at each other. Then Woody cursed, as did Bonnie and Arnold. 
I sprinted forward and twirled the mop around in my hand, holding it out in front of me like a spear. Arnold, the fake businessman, was the closest, and I jabbed the blunt tip of the mop into his stomach. He let out a muffled cry and staggered back, gasping for air.
I spun toward Woody, but the fake waiter chopped the mop out of my hand, then rammed his shoulder into my chest. The thief was definitely an enduro, strong and fast, and the hard blow sent me stumbling back out through the open door. 
Woody growled, sprinted forward, and dug his hands into the front of my coveralls. Then he churned his legs, drove me all the way across the corridor, and slammed me into the opposite wall. 
Pain exploded in my back, even as an answering surge of power spiked through my body. As a galvanist, I had the ability to control and manipulate all the energy around me, even if that energy was a physical blow to my own body. I snarled, grabbed onto that painful spike of power, and drove my fist into the thief’s jaw.
Woody let out a brief, muffled snort. His dark eyes rolled up into the back of his head, and he dropped to the floor unconscious. 
“Bloody Section spies,” Bonnie spat out. 
The female thief stepped out of the storage locker and yanked a gun out of her pocket. I was too far away to tackle her, so I plucked the silver pocket watch out of the front flap of my coveralls. I gripped the watch in my hand, then lunged toward her and snapped the long, attached chain forward like a whip. 
The chain slapped against Bonnie’s hand, and the razor-sharp edge sliced a deep gash across her fingers. She yelped and lowered her gun, giving me enough time to cross the distance between us and knock the weapon out of her hand. 
The gun hit the floor and skidded back into the locker. Bonnie scrambled after the weapon. I followed her, slammed my hand into her back, and used the resulting momentum, along with her own forward motion, to ram her body into the closest shelf. 
Bonnie’s head banged into a metal corner with a loud, meaty thwack, and she too dropped to the floor. Blood gushed out of the ugly cut on her head, and I couldn’t tell if she was unconscious or dead. I didn’t much care either way, so long as she stayed down. 
Arnold, the thief I’d attacked with the mop, was still wheezing, but he scooped up Bonnie’s gun and aimed it at me. I lashed out with the watch chain again. The silver links wrapped around his wrist and tore into his skin, making him yelp. 
I tightened my grip on the watch and yanked it back, along with the attached chain. The sharp motion jerked Arnold off-balance and sent him staggering in my direction. I drew my arm back, then stepped forward and slammed my fist into his face. 
Crack!
Arnold’s nose broke, and he slumped to the floor.
I stood there, breathing hard, but none of the thieves stirred. I bent down, unwrapped the silver chain from around Arnold’s wrist, and slid the watch back into the front flap on my coveralls. Then I moved from one thief to another, searching them, but they only had burner phones in their pockets.
I pressed Woody’s thumb onto his phone, unlocking it, since he had seemed to be the leader. The thieves might have been blocking Section comms, but his device had a signal, so I quickly keyed in a number and sent a text.
Code name BRIEFCASE. Mission compromised. Three thieves subdued on Vault level. More hostiles might be in the building. D.
A few seconds later, the phone chimed with a message. Understood. Strike team will move in. G.
G was Gia Chan, my immediate supervisor and the head of the Section cleaners in the D.C. station.
Charlotte and I hadn’t wanted to scare off the thieves by having a bunch of undercover Section agents camped out in the lobby, so we’d entered the Vault building by ourselves. Gia was stationed nearby, monitoring the lobby’s security feed in case we needed backup, although the thieves had most likely disrupted the cameras, just like they had done with Charlotte’s and my comms. 
I scanned Woody’s texts, but the phone only contained generic messages like In position and Waiting. But the surprising thing was that Woody was reporting to someone else, which meant he wasn’t the leader after all. 
Frustrated, I shoved the burner phone into my pocket, then grabbed Woody’s ankles and dragged him into the storage locker with Arnold and Bonnie. I shut the door behind me, and the keypad light flicked to red. That should hold the unconscious thieves until more Section agents arrived.
In my pocket, Woody’s phone buzzed with a new text. Primary objective almost complete. Grab what you can and meet me at the rendezvous point. 
Once again, the vague message didn’t tell me who had sent it or where they were. Whoever was in charge was smart, and so far, they had been one step ahead of Charlotte and me. 
Now, let’s get what we came for, while Bryce takes care of the primary objective, Woody’s voice whispered through my mind. I hadn’t paid much attention to his words at the time, but now they were all I could think about. 
Bryce . . . Bryce . . . Bryce . . .
The name echoed in my mind like a hated song I couldn’t ignore, no matter how hard I tried. I knew a Bryce, although I hadn’t seen or heard from him in years. He couldn’t be the leader of this crew . . . could he?
My gut twisted with a sinking sense of certainty. Knocking out enemy comms, sending cryptic messages, playing a shell game with mission personnel and objectives. Those moves were all straight out of Bryce’s playbook.
I sprinted away from the locker and raced back toward the emergency stairs. I didn’t know what Bryce was doing here, but I had to find Charlotte and warn her that the mission had gone sideways—and that we were dealing with an unexpected and extremely dangerous enemy.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR
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CHARLOTTE


Iris shrieked and flung the smoking briefcase away. It landed on the floor and skidded in my direction. Smoke continued to spew out of the booby-trapped case, but the green clouds were harmless, so I bent down and slammed the lid shut. Then I scooped up the briefcase and swung it at Iris’s gun. 
Smack!
The briefcase banged into the gun, knocking it out of her hand. It too clattered to the floor. Iris lunged toward the weapon, but I drew the briefcase back, then swung it forward again, this time aiming for her right arm. 
Crack!
Iris’s arm broke with a loud, sickening sound. She shrieked again and staggered back, her arm now hanging limply by her side. Not only was the briefcase booby-trapped, but it was also lined with lead, which made it an excellent battering ram. A handy little toy from the Section 47 armory.
Iris lunged to her left, trying to spin past me, but I swept my leg out, tripping her, and she tumbled down onto her knees. The other agent cursed, then lunged forward. Her left hand closed around the gun, and she spun around on her knees and raised the weapon.
I wrapped both hands around the briefcase, stepped up, and slammed it into her face. Iris’s head snapped back, and she crumpled to the floor without another sound. I loomed over her, breathing hard and still clutching the case.
“Update,” a male voice demanded, startling me. “Everyone, check in.”
I whirled around, thinking someone had entered this level, but the corridor was empty. 
“Status update.” The male voice sounded again, more demanding and annoyed than before.
During our fight, Iris’s phone had slid out of her pocket and landed on the floor. I picked it up. The screen was unlocked and open to a comms channel with a single name at the top of the screen: Bryce. 
Who was that? One of the male thieves I’d spotted in the lobby? Or someone else?
“Status update,” the male voice—Bryce—asked for a third time.
I remained silent, and no other voices joined the conversation. Several clickety-clack-clacks sounded, along with a steady hissing sound. What were those noises?
A few more seconds passed, then Bryce muttered a curse. “If you can hear this, I’m almost done with the primary objective. Get to the rendezvous point or get left behind.”
He cut the connection, and the phone went silent. 
Iris had said stealing the Grunglass Necklace was a secondary objective, something Bryce had confirmed by referring to whatever he was doing as the primary objective. My stomach clenched with worry. The thieves had something else in mind than just swiping the necklace.
I needed to find the mysterious Bryce, but how? He could be anywhere in the building, as could the other thieves—and Desmond too.
A knot of dread lodged in my throat, but I swallowed it. Desmond Percy was one of the best cleaners in Section 47, and he could eliminate any threat that crossed his path. I believed in Desmond’s skills as much as I believed in my own, and right now I needed to stop worrying about him and figure out where Bryce was.
I stared at the phone, and I thought of the background noises that had echoed out of the device while Bryce had been demanding updates. Those clickety-clack-clacks had sounded like . . . typing on a keyboard, while the hisses reminded me of . . . the espresso machines in the café. 
Bryce was in the lobby, and so was his primary objective, whatever it was. 
I crouched down beside Iris, who was still unconscious. I rifled through her pockets, but the only thing she was carrying was a white keycard. I grabbed it, along with her gun, then picked up the briefcase. I swiped the keycard across the elevator reader, opening the door. Then I shoved the keycard into my pocket, stepped inside, and punched the lobby button.
The elevator door closed, and I once again found myself staring at my reflection in the mirrored surface. My shoulder-length auburn hair was a tangled mess, my blue suit was wrinkled, and my hands were stained a sickly pea-green from the smoke bomb that had been hidden inside the briefcase. 
I grimaced. As a spy, I was used to things going wrong, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was going exactly the way Henrika Hyde wanted—and that I was already too late to stop her master plan. 
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The door slid back, and I cautiously stuck my head outside. The corridor was empty, so I stepped out of the elevator and headed toward the lobby. 
“Desmond?” I said in a low voice. “Desmond, do you copy?”
More static crackled through my earbud. Our comms were still being jammed, which meant I couldn’t warn Desmond about what was going on. I growled with frustration and walked on. 
I stopped at the end of the corridor and peered out into the lobby. It was after ten o’clock, so the rush of people going to work and appointments had vanished, and the area was largely empty, except for some folks working on laptops at the café. 
I walked slowly, approaching first one person and then another and sneaking glances at their screens. I concentrated on the men, but I studied all the women as well, since I had no idea who might be working for Bryce.
No one gave me a second glance, and everyone remained focused on their screens, which featured everything from work documents to spreadsheets to word games. I even spotted some super-cute photos of a cat named Kitty Boodle.
The longer I looked at the laptops, the more my synesthesia surged, and the more colors bloomed like flowers on the screens. Grays mostly, indicating typos and other small mistakes, although a few pinks flickered on some of the spreadsheets, indicating more serious mathematical errors. One college-age guy’s screen was a veritable sea of red, which indicated knowing, outright, deliberate fraud. Someone was plagiarizing a paper.
I finished my winding route and stopped at the café exit. Frustration bubbled in my chest. Bryce was here somewhere, and the steady hiss from the espresso machines sounded like a chiding chorus, chastising me for not spotting him yet.
I examined everyone again, from the folks in the café to a woman reading a comic book in the middle of the lobby to the people walking past the glass wall that fronted the building. Nothing was out of the ordinary, but I had the nagging feeling I was missing something . . . 
Or, rather, not missing something.
My gaze zoomed over to the reception desk. Instead of it being empty, since Iris Berriston was unconscious on the fifth floor, a man was sitting in her chair, typing on her laptop. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, the same age as Desmond and me, and was quite handsome, with thick, wavy dark brown hair, tan skin, and a strong, square jaw. A scar slashed a jagged white line through his bushy left eyebrow and zigzagged down into his cheek. 
My gaze snagged on his suit. The man’s jacket, tie, and shirt were all the exact same charcoal-gray. Nothing terribly unusual—except for the fact that dark, monochromatic suits were practically the uniform of Section cleaners.
You could always tell the assassins by their suits.
The man must have sensed my stare because he looked up. His gaze locked with mine, and his dark brown eyes narrowed. He clearly recognized me, which meant he was the mysterious Bryce. Everything about him, from his tall posture to his calm demeanor to his snazzy suit, screamed alpha leader.
In the distance, footsteps pounded out a fast, furious rhythm, drawing my attention. Desmond sprinted out of the corridor on the right side of the lobby and skidded to a stop. His gaze flicked to me, and I jerked my head to the side. Desmond spun in that direction and spotted Bryce behind the reception desk.
The two men stared at each other for a long, tense moment. Bryce’s eyes narrowed a bit more, while anger sparked in Desmond’s gaze. They definitely knew each other, and no love was lost on either side. 
“Bryce!” Desmond yelled. “Stop right there!”
Bryce stabbed a final key on the laptop, then plucked a silver flash drive out of the device. He tucked the flash drive into his jacket pocket, then stood up. His gaze zipped over to me before zooming back to Desmond. Another long, tense moment passed.
Then both men started moving at once.
Desmond charged at Bryce, who grabbed a clear glass vase filled with white orchids off the corner of the reception desk. Bryce threw the vase at Desmond, who stopped and crossed his arms in front of his chest, forming a crude shield.
Smack!
The vase bounced off Desmond’s arms and dropped to the floor. The vase shattered, spewing glass, water, and flowers everywhere. The blow knocked Desmond back. One of his boots slipped on the floor, and he lurched to the side, landing awkwardly on his right knee.
Bryce smirked at Desmond, then braced a hand on the reception desk and vaulted over the top. He landed on his feet as nimbly as a cat, then cut diagonally across the lobby, running toward the garden. He was fast—supernaturally fast—indicating he was an enduro. 
I snapped up the gun still in my right hand, but Bryce stepped behind a tree before I could shoot. I lowered the gun and sprinted in that direction. 
“Charlotte! Charlotte, wait!” Desmond’s voice rang out. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with!”
I had a pretty good idea, but Bryce being an enduro and a possible assassin wasn’t going to stop me from trying to stop him. 
I sucked in a breath and picked up my pace. Over the past few months, Desmond and I had been training together, sharpening our skills and pushing our bodies—and our respective magics—to their limits. I despised running, but all the cardio Desmond and I had done together was paying off now. I sprinted across the lobby with ease and plunged into the garden.
I stepped onto a red-brick path that wound past several trees, along with evergreen hedges and flower beds filled with bright blossoms. I forced myself to stop and peer through the thick screens of leaves. The revolving doors at the front of the lobby were still, which meant Bryce hadn’t left the building and was in the garden . . . somewhere.
I looked and listened, but I didn’t spot Bryce, and the only sound was my raspy breathing, along with the gurgling stream flowing under the wooden bridge. I raised the gun in my right hand and crept forward. The briefcase was still dangling from my left hand.
I followed the winding path past one clump of greenery after another, but I didn’t spy Bryce anywhere.
Crack!
A branch snapped off to my left, and I spun in that direction. Bryce stepped out from behind a tree. He raised his hand and waggled a long, skinny silver object. I tensed, thinking it was a gun, but Bryce smirked and lifted it a little higher. My eyes widened in horror, even as my synesthesia outlined the device in a bright, bloody red. 
Not a gun—a grenade.
Bryce pulled out the pin on the side and tossed the grenade toward me. It hit the brick path with a loud tink and skittered in my direction. I dropped the gun in my hand and snapped up the briefcase, holding it out in front of me with both hands like a shield, even as I backpedaled, trying to get out of the blast radius— 
BANG!
The grenade exploded, the sound as loud as a shotgun blaring in my ears, but instead of a scorching fireball, acrid gray smoke spewed out. The smoke blasted over me, stinging my eyes and making me cough. I stumbled around. My synesthesia painted the thick, billowing clouds a brilliant red, and I couldn’t figure out how to escape from the smoke and the haze of scarlet flooding my vision . . .
“Charlotte! It’s okay! I’ve got you!” Desmond’s voice rang out, and a hand clamped around my right wrist. 
I followed his lead, letting him pull me out of the stinging, choking clouds and back into the open lobby. Above our heads, lights flashed, and a loud, distinctive clanging rang out. Someone had pulled a fire alarm. 
I sucked in one breath after another, trying to clear the acrid smoke out of my lungs. Desmond’s concerned face swam into view, and he gently wiped away the tears streaming down my cheeks.
“Charlotte! Are you okay?” he asked, worry rippling through his voice and making his Australian accent more pronounced. 
“Fine . . .” I wheezed. “Just . . . inhaled . . . some . . . smoke.”
Some of Desmond’s concern melted away, replaced by an angry glower. “Let’s get him.”
I wiped away a few more tears. Together, we plunged back into the garden. I grabbed the gun from where I had dropped it, then Desmond and I spread out, keeping each other in sight through the curling clouds of smoke while we searched for Bryce. 
A few seconds later, Desmond muttered a vicious curse. I hurried over to his position. A manhole cover was lying on the ground next to a round black hole at one end of the wooden bridge. The rusty metal cover was at least three inches thick, and only someone with paramortal strength could have removed it without help.
“Bryce must have gone down into the sewer system.” Desmond pulled a phone out of his pocket, turned on the flashlight, and angled it into the hole, revealing a metal ladder. 
He started to go down into the hole, but I grabbed his arm, stopping him. “No, Bryce might have booby-trapped the passageway. We can’t follow him. It’s too risky.”
Frustration filled Desmond’s face, but he nodded. Together, we stood there staring down into the hole. 
Bryce was gone, along with whatever he’d stolen.






  
  CHAPTER FIVE
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Desmond and I were still staring down into the manhole when a couple of black vans screeched to a stop in front of the building. The doors slid back, and several men and women wearing black tactical clothes and helmets and sporting an assortment of weapons jumped out. The Section 47 strike team had finally arrived.  
The strike team members ran up to the building, pushed through the revolving doors, and streamed into the lobby. Once it became apparent the danger was over, they quickly lowered their weapons.
The fire alarm had cut off several seconds ago, but instead of exiting the building, most people had stayed in the lobby. Several folks were looking around, clearly confused, while others had their phones out, filming everything that was happening. 
The strike team leader hurried over to Desmond and me. We told her what had happened, and she stabbed her finger in first one direction, then another, ordering her agents to secure the scene and set up a perimeter around the open manhole.
“Come on,” Desmond said. “There’s nothing else we can do here.”
I sighed, then followed him out of the garden, across the lobby, and over to the reception desk. 
Footsteps clacked against the floor, and a sixty-something woman wearing a scarlet pantsuit and black stilettoes entered the lobby. Her short black hair was styled in an attractive pixie cut, and her body was lean and muscled. A small gold pendant shaped like the letter G glimmered against her golden
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