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			It is well-known among law enforcement personnel that murderers can be categorized as belonging to one of twenty-five levels of evil, from the naïve opportunists starting out at Level 1 to the organized, premeditated torture-murderers who inhabit Level 25.

			What almost no one knows is that a new category of killer has emerged. And only one man is capable of stopping them.

			His targets:

			Level 26 killers.

			His methods:

			Whatever it takes.

			His name:

			Steve Dark.

		

	
		five years later

	
		I

		the hanged man

		To watch Steve Dark’s personal tarot card reading, please log in to Level26.com and enter the code: hanged.

		Chapel Hill, North Carolina

		About five minutes into the torture session, Martin Green realized he was going to die.

		Green’s body was hanging upside down—one end of a rope tied tight around his right ankle, the other end secured to a light fixture in the ceiling of his own basement. At least, he presumed it was a light fixture. He had his basement finished a few years ago, and there was nothing else up there to secure a rope. And since his assailant had knotted a dirty, oily rag across his eyes, he had no way of visually confirming this.

		A light fixture would be good. Maybe his weight would be too much. Maybe he’d snap free. Maybe then he could figure out how to get out of this insane predicament.

		At first Green thought it was just a home invasion. Admittedly, he was an ideal target. Single guy, living in a large house. All they had to do was pick up his pattern, then strike. Friends told him he should think about security, considering who Green was and what he did. Green had shrugged it off. He was a behind-the-scenes guy. Ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the country didn’t even know he existed, and even those who did know him had no real understanding of his work. Why would he need a security team? Now that need was abundantly clear.

		Green had read enough to know what to do in this situation:

		Give the invader what he wants.

		“The safe’s in my bedroom,” Green said. “Behind the Chagall. I can give you the combin—”

		A rough hand forced open his jaws, shoved a rag in his mouth. A leather belt cut across Green’s cheeks. Little hairs were ripped from the back of his neck as the belt was buckled, then fastened tight. Too tight.

		Goddamn it, Green tried to yell. I can’t give you what you want if I can’t talk.

		All that came out of his mouth was an angry muffle.

		As he snorted mucus and cold sweat up his nose, Green realized that maybe whoever was down here with him didn’t want the combination to his safe, or even the fake Chagall that hung in front of it. So what the hell did he want?

		Then he heard the snip-snip-snipping of scissors—his pant legs being shorn from his body.

		And then felt the first cut from the razor, up along the inside of Green’s naked thigh, a hot river of blood trickling down to his crotch.

		Not more than thirty minutes ago, Green had been savoring his last sip of single malt, slapping the American Express Black on the bar top, fishing around in his pocket for the valet stub. Green was proud of himself for pulling the plug now. He had a morning think-tank session in D.C., and he would be opening his eyes at an obscene hour to catch a plane. Better to cut it short now, clock in a few hours of good rest.

		The valet pulled up with the Bentley. Green eased himself behind the wheel and gunned it down the street, feeling a pleasant alcoholic blur. Not too much, not too little, either. Just right.

		By the time he pulled up to the driveway of his $3.5 million, eight-bedroom house, Green was feeling adequately sleepy. Which was good. He liked having his days unfold just right—the perfect blend of exercise, work, play, food, and drink. Tonight, Green was looking forward to sliding into his thousand-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets and enjoying the pleasant sensation of his mind simply clicking off. Not passing out from exhaustion or booze. Not staying awake because he was too wired from the day’s events, either.

		Then Green opened his front door and flicked the light switch … and nothing happened. He cursed, then flicked the switch again and again. Still nothing. The power was out. Green took a few steps into his vestibule then froze. Even in the dim light, he could see that someone had yanked open drawers, knocked paintings off the walls, pushed furniture aside.

		Green was instantly queasy. Someone—some stranger—had been inside his house.

		He fought the urge to turn around and flee the premises immediately. He couldn’t be a chickenshit about this—he had to see what had happened, what these sons of bitches had stolen from him.

		This wasn’t supposed to happen. Just last year Green had installed a wildly expensive security system to prevent just this sort of thing.

		He walked over to the wall-mounted security panel. The unit appeared dead—even though it had a dedicated power line. Had the backup battery had been disabled, or malfunctioned? He pressed ENGAGE. Nothing.

		Okay, you idiot. Get out.

		Get out now.

		Then Green heard a noise, coming from his kitchen—something like a cabinet door snicking shut. There was only one thing worse than being burglarized, Green realized. And that was coming home in the middle of a burglary.

		Green quickly fished the cell phone out of his jacket pocket and pressed nine with his thumb, taking slow, careful steps back toward the front door when …

		He froze.

		His muscles felt as if they wanted to snap free from his tendons. His joints locked in place. Green opened his mouth to scream, but couldn’t. Even if he were able to make his vocal cords work, his nearest neighbor would be too far away to hear. His eyesight blurred. The entire house seemed to tilt on its axis. Part of his mind screamed Stop it! Stop it already! but the thought stayed frozen in his mind, no louder than a whisper.

		Green felt himself being pulled to the ground, dragged across the floor toward the cellar door. The world went upside down.

		And then he woke up, hanging from his basement ceiling.

		Again, he must have passed out. The last thing he remembered … the scissors?

		His leg.

		Oh God, his leg.

		What worried him most was the fact that he couldn’t feel his legs. Either of them. Not the rope cutting into his right ankle, not the fabric of his pants. Nothing.

		Something tugged at the belt on his face. The wet rag popped out of his mouth. Green choked for a second, gathered up double lungfuls of oxygen, then screamed. The sound blasting out of his mouth wasn’t so much meant to communicate as it was to sonically assault his torturer. With his limbs bound, what else could he do?

		Green screamed again before something flat and hard chopped him in his Adam’s apple. His cry turned into a pained choke.

		“Shhh,” a voice said.

		Even though he was shivering and couldn’t feel his damn legs, the removal of the ball gag gave Green a ray of hope. Maybe this was just a robber who wanted to put a scare into him. Well, you know what? It’s working, buddy. I’m absolutely petrified. And even though you cut the living shit out of my leg, I’m willing to let bygones be bygones. Take my money. Take whatever you want. Just go.

		After he coughed a few times, Green recovered his voice.

		“You win—please just let me go. I swear. I won’t tell anybody.”

		He tried to sense the location of his assailant. Was he behind him? Green thought he heard the wrinkling of material behind him. But his senses were telling him that someone was standing right in front of him, too. Face to face. He could almost feel hot, strong breath on his face.

		“Look, I know important people. I don’t say that as a threat—I mean I can get you what you want. Whatever you want. Just talk to me.”

		There—movement—behind him. Green tried to twist himself around. Not that he could see anything, but it gave him the smallest glimmer of control of the situation. He may be dangling from his basement ceiling, but at least he could rotate to sort of face his attacker.

		Still, he tried to plead his way out of the situation.

		“Please. Tell me what I can do to make you happy.”

		Instead of a reply, his assailant sprayed something on Green’s face. Instantly, it felt like his face was on fire, ravaging his skin one layer at a time. Green had never felt anything like it, couldn’t even catch his breath to scream.

		Then a crinkly bag slipped over his head.

		Someone spoke to him. Through the bag it was little more than a whisper, but Green could have sworn he heard the word—

		
			this
		

		—right before he inhaled, and the burning sensation spread to his lungs, which was when Martin Green knew for sure he was about to die.

	
		II

		the fool

		To watch Steve Dark’s personal tarot card reading, please log in to Level26.com and enter the code: fool.

		Falls Church, Virginia

		Jeb Paulson tried to remember where he was—what he was doing. He couldn’t. Which frightened the hell out of him. Even after the deepest sleep, his memory always reloaded in an instant. Stranger still was that he could see the star-studded sky, and was breathing in cold night air. There was tacky material under his fingertips. See? Nothing made sense. He wasn’t even sure what day it was. The weekend, he thought. Yeah, had to be.

		“Up,” a voice commanded.

		Metal jabbed at the side of his head. The business end of a gun. Paulson started to look in its direction when the harsh voice barked again:

		“Don’t turn around. Just get up.”

		Slowly Paulson crawled to his feet. He was shaking all over, like he had a fever. His skin felt tingly.

		“Now walk.”

		The gun jabbed him in a kidney. His muscles were ultra-sensitive. Everything felt tender. The slightest touch was agony. He hadn’t felt this bad since his last bout with the flu a couple of years ago.

		“Keep walking,” the voice continued.

		As Paulson walked across the tarred roof, he realized where he was. On top of his own apartment building. He recognized the tops of the trees across the street, the telephone lines, and the park beyond. What was he doing up here?

		Wait. It was coming back now. Last thing he remembered, he’d taken Sarge, their dog, for a walk. Sunday night, after dinner. He did some of his best thinking on those walks. So yeah, he’d been walking Sarge, and thinking about Martin Green, wondering what was next—trying to anticipate the killer’s next move. And then he woke up on the roof …

		No. That wasn’t it. Something happened before—Sarge barking, Paulson reaching for the door, hoping he made it back before Stephanie fell asleep.

		Oh God. Stephanie.

		“What do you want?” Paulson asked. “Do you want to talk to me? Is that it? You have something to say in private?”

		“Keep walking.”

		“You know, I’m going to run out of roof soon.”

		“Stop when you reach the edge,” the voice said. “I want to show you something, Agent Paulson.”

		“And if I don’t?”

		“I’ll shoot you and then go downstairs and pay a visit to Stephanie.”

		Right at that moment Paulson’s blood jumped. He wanted to turn around and just obliterate this bastard for daring to threaten his wife. He’d take a bullet—or three or four if he had to, he didn’t care. Paulson needed to stop this fucker now before he found himself completely helpless. At his mercy. Unable to save Stephanie.

		But that wasn’t how a Special Circs agent was supposed to behave. You don’t corner the monster. You draw him out. Paulson cursed himself. He was smarter than this. He was letting this asshole push his buttons.

		So instead Paulson stepped toward the ledge. As he looked down his stomach fluttered. He’d never been a fan of heights. In fact, he pretty much avoided them whenever possible. But if he was forced, could he jump? There was a balcony ledge about ten feet to the right. He’d be falling too fast to grab the railing. But if he gave himself a slight running leap, even a step or two might do it …

		“What did you want to show me?” Paulson asked.

		“Reach into your robe pocket.”

		Paulson froze. He didn’t remember wearing a robe. He looked down to discover he was wearing someone else’s clothes. Oh Jesus. What the hell had happened? Who’d done this to him? He’d been out, just walking his dog. The last thing he remembered telling Stephanie was that he’d be right back. How long had he been gone? Stephanie must be sick with worry by now.

		Unless this same bastard had gotten to her first …

		“Do it. Now.”

		“Okay, okay,” Paulson said.

		Paulson reached in, preparing for the worst. He felt something hard and rubbery that felt like a plastic wire and immediately his brain screamed bomb.

		But no—there was something soft and fluttery at the end of the wire. He carefully pinched the wire between his fingers and felt something jab into his thumb pad. By the time he pulled it from his pocket, Paulson knew what the object was.

		A white rose.

		This set off worse alarm bells than the notion of a bomb. It meant his attacker was staging something. He wanted Paulson to hold this rose. Dressed in a robe. On the edge of a roof. All at once, at an instinctual level, he knew who was behind him. Of all the dumb newbie mistakes to make, letting a killer trace you back to your own home! Paulson yelled and turned and—

		Something hard shoved him in the back of his right thigh.

		His balance was off. Paulson tumbled off the edge. Reached out wildly for something—anything. It wasn’t until a second later that he was able to scream.

	
		III

		three of cups

		To watch Steve Dark’s personal tarot card reading, please log in to Level26.com and enter the code: cups.

		West Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

		The stranger had been watching the women for an hour now. They laughed loud, nudging each other’s shoulders, and had one thing on the agenda: getting drunk. Which was going to make this easy.

		He made eye contact with the one on the end—the small blonde who looked like an actress. She’d probably been told that a million times. The look on her face dared him. Go ahead. Try something. I’m not interested. I’m defiant.

		Raising his hand, the stranger curled his index finger. Come here.

		There was the hint of a smile on the blonde’s face, but she pretended to ignore the stranger and turned her attention back to her friends. That was fine. The stranger was patient. There was plenty of time.

		When the blonde looked over again—of course she was going to look over again, it was part of the game—the stranger wiggled his finger. Come on. Come over here.

		The blonde’s mouth twisted into a pout; her eyes narrowed into a look of annoyance. You want me? her eyes asked. You come over here. Again, she looked away.

		She couldn’t fully ignore the stranger, though. He was too ruggedly handsome to be completely dismissed. And while she may have grown up being told she resembled a particular actress, she was just a facsimile. Her nose was bigger than the real thing; her lips not as full. And she knew it.

		When she looked again, the stranger smiled innocently and wiggled his finger again.

		She flashed a churlish smile. Okay, asshole. Have it your way.

		Now confident, the stranger turned his back on her and raised his hand as if ordering another drink. Within a few seconds the stranger sensed her behind him. Then he felt her small fingertips lightly tapping his shoulder.

		“So? What’s so important that I had to come all the way over here?”

		The stranger spun around and grinned.

		“I just knew that if I fingered you long enough, you’d come.”

		The effect was priceless, the stranger thought. As if he’d slapped her across the face. The surprise and shock caught her off guard. No one speaks to her this way. She’s a girl with class. She’s a fucking graduate student, for fuck’s sake! The blonde seemed like she couldn’t decide whether to throw a drink in the stranger’s face or knee him in the balls or just ignore him all together.

		She chose the third option. Tried to, anyway.

		The stranger kept flashing his grin, full intensity, as she rejoined her friends, leaned over, whispered her version of the exchange. The stranger wondered if she’d quoted him verbatim, or invented something more cruel. She looked over at him, utter hate in her eyes, but he didn’t flinch.

		Soon she convinced her friends to join her in the ladies’ room. They carried their drinks with them.

		It was almost time to begin.

		_______

		What a fucking asshole!

		As she sat back down, Kate Hale chastised herself. Why the hell had she gone over to that jerk? Because she was an idiot, that’s why. She was also more than a little drunk.

		But she deserved it. The first few weeks of grad school—absolutely crushing. She looked forward to fall break, the chance to catch up on papers. First things first, though. Tonight was about getting all dressed up and downing martinis with her friends. She wasn’t going to let some thickneck moron ruin that.

		“Forget about it, honey,” said Donna, who stood in front of the mirror and checked her eyebrows and smoothed the wrinkles on her blue dress. “A place like this, you’re going to have a high asshole factor. We should have gone to Old City.”

		Johnette, meanwhile, ducked into a stall. Johnette wasn’t big on martinis. She’d been nursing the same vodka and orange all night. Blow was her thing. She’d welcome the opportunity to hit the ladies’ room.

		“This is 2010, though, right?” Kate asked. “Does that guy know pickup lines like that died around the turn of the century?”

		“It’s Philadelphia. What can I say? You grow up here, you get used to it.”

		“I should have picked a school closer to home.”

		Donna smiled. “Then you and I wouldn’t be here, drinking beers, blowing off steam, and fending off lame pickup lines from Alpha Chi thicknecks. Look. Don’t let it ruin your night. We’re here to celebrate.”

		Monday Night Drink Fests were a ritual for Kate and her two best friends. See, Monday was the one night you really shouldn’t drink your face off, which is exactly why they did it. Because they could afford to suffer through a hangover on a Tuesday since they were still in school. They wouldn’t have the luxury of Monday Night Drink Fests a year from now.

		Kate couldn’t help herself. A grin broke out across her pretty face, too.

		“World domination.”

		“World domi-fuckin-nation, baby!” Donna yelled.

		“Yeeee-hah.”

		“And we could be dominating more if Johnette would finish powdering her nose,” Donna said, exaggerating each word.

		Kate giggled. “Johnette?”

		Nothing.

		The women exchanged glances. Johnette had done this before. Jacked herself higher and higher until she just … crashed. Wouldn’t be the first time on a toilet, either. But no, Johnette insisted. She didn’t have a problem. It was a performance enhancer. How the hell else do you think she made it through undergrad with a sky-high GPA?

		“Johnette, honey,” cooed Donna. “Come on.”

		Kate sighed, then stepped over to the stall door.

		“Seriously, girl. Enough’s enough.”

		Nothing.

		“Hell … oooo?” she said, nudging the stall door open.

		Johnette was indeed sitting on the toilet. Her dead eyes stared up at Kate. A red cord had been wrapped around her neck so tightly it dug into the flesh, bunching it up.

		An icy numb blasted through Kate’s body. She took a step backward. The ground felt like jelly. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. The sinks were behind her. Kate reached a hand behind her to steady herself. She looked over at Donna—Donna was always the stronger of the two of them.

		Donna wasn’t there.

		“Donna?” Kate shrieked. “Oh God, Donna, please …”

		Then Kate felt the cord around her own neck. Hands pressed her shoulders, guiding her down to her knees. There was a full-length mirror next to the door, so she was able to see herself.

		And the person standing behind her.

		Kate regained consciousness for a few seconds.

		Not long, really. But it was enough time to see what was happening around her. She was frightened to find herself standing, somehow. How could she be supporting her own weight? Her limbs felt numb, her head spinning. Kate blinked tears out of her eyes, tried to focus. Donna was standing, too, just a few feet away. Her eyes were wide and her mouth flapping open and shut, like she was trying to scream but no sound could be forced from her throat. Kate tried to speak, too. She wanted to tell Donna they’d be okay, that she didn’t know what was going on, but she swore she would make it okay, whatever it was.

		And then the stranger moved behind Donna. Placed the gleaming blade of the knife under her chin. Held a martini glass in front of her chest. The hand with the knife jerked to the right—almost too fast to watch.

		Blood spluttered from the gash across Donna’s throat, running down her chest and into the glass.

		Somehow Kate found the strength to push an anguished scream out of her mouth.

		“WHY? WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS?”

		The stranger looked at her, smiled.

		He ducked under Donna’s outstretched arm—God, how could she just be standing there, arms out, after someone cut her throat—and took three steps, bringing him nose to nose with Kate. The knife was still in his hand.

		“This is not about you,” the stranger said. “This is about what you would have become.”

		Kate tried to cry out again but the stranger was too fast. One second she could feel the cold, sticky blade against her own throat.

		And the next second she couldn’t scream at all.

	
		IV

		ten of swords

		To watch Steve Dark’s personal tarot card reading, please log in to Level26.com and enter the code: swords.

		Myrtle Beach, South Carolina

		Sure, the guy was deep into middle age, but there was some muscle beneath a layer or two of fat. His skin scarred in places, like he’d been in combat, but strangely pale in others, like he’s had time recovering in hospitals. He was facedown on the table, and soon he would have no secrets from her.

		Nikki liked that.

		She liked hanging on the poles above her clients, like a nightmare goth fuck angel descending from the secret basement of heaven, ready to make their dreams come true.

		This was her little theater; she was the star.

		Friends would ask her, How can you touch gross old men like that? And yeah, that was the typical clientele for this place—gross, old, disgusting, rich white men, away from their wives, wanting a little rubdown from a near-model, complete with happy ending. But Nikki’s friends didn’t understand. She wasn’t out on some street, offering hundred dollar handies. She was in complete control. For thirty minutes, she totally owned these old saggy bitches. They kept no secrets from her. Not on their bodies. Not in their minds.

		Discretion was highly prized at a “retreat” such as this one—a few minutes outside Myrtle Beach. Management made it clear that if one breath of what happened inside these walls made it to the outside, the penalty was instant termination, with the veiled threat of criminal prosecution.

		That was okay. She liked to keep these things to herself anyway.

		In return, her regular clients would reward her with lavish gifts—glittering chokers, expensive perfume, rare liquor. Nikki loved to sit up late, jacked up on cable TV, watching C-SPAN of all things. It was a strange kind of power, knowing what a U.S. senator’s face looked like when he shot off a load. Or which ones liked fingers inserted in certain orifices.

		She was part of the secret power structure of the United States, the way she saw it.

		And now it was showtime.

		Nikki looked at herself one last time in the mirror. She loved how the kimono hung from her body, accentuating her tits and hips and promising everything, yet revealing very little. The revelation could come later. She loved when her men, lying facedown, turned their heads to steal a glance. Their reaction was priceless.

		The door behind her opened. A woman stepped inside the dressing room.

		“Hey, you can’t come in here.”

		Nikki turned and saw that the woman was completely naked and wearing a gas mask. Long dark hair flowed down to her shoulders, and big inquisitive eyes stared through the slightly fogged-over lenses of the mask. Nikki barely had time to register the bizarre sight before the woman lifted a can and sprayed something. The mist was cold and wet on Nikki’s face and began to work immediately.

		On the floor, Nikki was paralyzed, fading fast. She stayed conscious enough, however, to feel the horrible sensation of her silk robe being stripped from her body, leaving her completely naked …

		U.S. Senator Sebastian Garner, naked on the table, prepared for the only moments of bliss left in his miserable life. The only place he could relax. He breathed in the warm musk of the lit candles and waited for his girl. She always wore a silk kimono—one he bought her, in fact. Reminded him of the war. The girls of the war, that is.

		Garner heard the door open behind him and smiled. He wished he could freeze time and live in the next thirty minutes forever. Let everything else fade away. The Muslim holy warriors were promised an afterlife of milk and figs and virgins. Didn’t a tireless holy warrior of Almighty Capitalism deserve something similar?

		The door clicked shut. Here we go. Turn your mind off, you old fool, Garner told himself, and focus on the moment. Enjoying the living hell out of this session. He waited for Nikki’s warm smooth fingers to work their way up his back, dancing along his tired spine, working the muscles into a state of blurred relaxation.

		“Hi, Nikki,” he purred.

		He could hear the gentle flapping of the silk robe as it slid down Nikki’s body and fell to the floor in a soft heap. Oh, that was the best. The anticipation drove him wild. Right now he was naked on the table, and she was naked just a few feet behind him. In a matter of seconds they would come together. No need for begging, or coy bullshit like gee, my inner thighs are sore, would you rub them? Garner and Nikki had a long-term understanding. She knew what was expected of her, and he knew exactly what to expect.

		Garner waited for the first touch between them.

		Instead there was a pinch at the top of his neck, like a bug bite.

		Garner instinctively tried to lift his hand to swat away whatever it was that had bit him, but found that he couldn’t. His right arm felt thick, rubbery, lifeless. This made no sense. He couldn’t move his right arm at all. The first frenzied thought that went through Garner’s mind: stroke. A motherfucking stroke, here of all places! How was he going to explain this? He tried his legs, his toes … nothing. No, no, no …

		“Shhh,” someone whispered.

		“Nikki” was the name he wanted to say, but he couldn’t bring his lips together. Not in any way that could form a syllable. If he could, he’d be screaming right about now. Nikki, what the hell are you doing? Can’t you see I can’t move? Can’t you see I need help!?

		Garner could still see, though. Not much. Just a tiny sliver of peripheral vision.

		He saw a flash of silver. And the blur of a robe—not a kimono. This wasn’t Nikki here in the room with him. Was it a medic? Had he passed out? What was going on?

		
			Why couldn’t he move, damn it?
		

		Hands touched him. Rough hands. He could feel that much at least. Someone trying to help him. Thank God. Because Garner couldn’t move a muscle. He felt like a slab of beef on a butcher’s steel counter.

		Where was Nikki? Who’d moved him? Garner tried to squint, to clear his vision, but he couldn’t move his eyes, either. Everything was too bright. Too loud.

		Fingers moved along his spine. Poking. Searching. Pinching for a moment, then releasing. Finally the fingers seemed to find the spot they wanted.

		“Hold still,” voice said. It wasn’t Nikki.

		No! he wanted to scream. But couldn’t.

		The first jab was brutal—painful. His muscles and bones may have been locked in place, but Garner could feel everything. The sharp tip of the dagger. The steel as it slid past his skin and muscle and worked its way deep into his body. His own warm blood bubbling up and running down the sides of his back, along his ribs.

		The thing standing next to him seemed to be laughing. And it had another dagger. The thing showed it to him, sweeping a slender hand beneath its sharp tip, as if to demonstrate. “Ready?”

		
			No, no, NO.
		

		The fingers began searching again. Poking. Prodding. Tapping. As if counting the vertebrae.

		
			Please no …
		

		Garner heard a soft laugh. He tried to claw at the table, but couldn’t. His pain—off the charts. He was helpless as a baby. Goddamnit, why didn’t his mouth work? Why couldn’t he scream? At least a scream would be some kind of release. But there was no release. There was no escape. Only the steel pushing its way into his helpless body.

		No. No more. He couldn’t take this anymore. Garner willed his eyes to move. Not much. Just a fraction of an inch to the left. If nothing else, he wanted to see who was doing this to him. He knew it couldn’t be Nikki. Not his sweet angel Nikki. Someone else. Some evil bitch who’d lost her damn mind, got off on this kind of thing. Garner blinked hot tears from his eyes and tried to focus, his eyeballs straining in their sockets.

		He couldn’t see who was torturing him like this.

		But he could see a small table, on which rested a clean white towel.

		And on top of the towel were eight more daggers.
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			Transcript from Flight 1015, private charter plane from Denver International Airport to Southwest Florida International Airport.
		

		
			PILOT: This is Captain Ryder in the flight deck. Sorry, folks, it looks like on our approach to our final destination we’ve encountered some bad weather. If I had a magic wand, I’d make it go away, but alas, I don’t. Please return to your seats.

			PILOT: And why don’t you go ahead and fasten those seat belts.

			PILOT: And while you’re at it, I’d like you to think about your lives. The people you hurt. The policies you enacted. The schemes you hatched.

			PILOT: The actions that brought you here, now, to meet your fate …

		

		Confusion spread throughout the small cabin:

		“What the hell is he talking about?”

		“Is this somebody’s idea of a joke?”

		“Did he just say fate?”

		A few minutes ago, life had been pretty damned fantastic for the ten passengers of Flight 1015. They were headed to a corporate retreat on a secluded playground on the golden Fort Myers coast. On the official agenda: brainstorming the future of the company and reintegrating the core values of Westmire Investments. (Hey, it sounded good on paper.) On the unofficial agenda: sex, booze, coke, massages, more coke, and quite possibly an orgy, depending on the amount and quality of coke at hand.

		Tiffany Adams had been to these “retreats” before, so she knew how they could run hot and cold. Sometimes, the newbies wanted to focus a little too much on work, which totally killed it for vets like Adams. Fortunately, this flight contained six vets (herself, Ian Malone, Honora Mouton, Warren McGee, Shauyi Shen, Corey Young) and only four newbies (Maryellen Douglas, Emily Dzundza, Christos Lopez, Luke Rand). The retreat could go either way, but Adams liked the odds. She also liked how the morning was unfolding. It was friggin’ seven in the morning, and already the kids were at it.

		Emily Dzundza, she of the ample chest and blow-me lips, was already on her second bourbon—and she’d seemed like the biggest stick-in-the-mud. Maryellen Douglas was off somewhere with Warren, and Christos Lopez was holding forth on a recent bottle-service binge he’d gone on at his last company, racking up a $135,000 tab within a matter of hours. Atta boy. Just what Tiffany liked to hear.

		When the pilot started talking about fastening their seat belts however, it made no sense. Crystal blue skies, no turbulence whatsoever, calm, flat brown flyover country beneath them. Was this a joke? No. Pilots didn’t joke. Not in the post–9/11 world.

		But then, without warning, the horizon tilted violently, and the plane began to nose-dive. Drinks were spilled. More of her coworkers screamed. None of this made sense. You didn’t get this kind of crazy maneuvering on a commercial flight, let alone on a private luxury jet where the pilot’s job was to make the trip so smooth; none of them were supposed to realize they were even in the air.

		Some pilots, however, were assholes on purpose. Maybe he didn’t like rich people. Tiffany wasn’t going to sit back and let this pilot fuck around with them. She should march up there, pound her fist on the door, and tell the pilot to knock this crap off.

		And she intended to do so. Only now, suddenly, Tiffany felt lightheaded. Probably the sudden change in pressure. Goddamn this pilot. She wanted to knock his teeth in, but she also wanted to ease back into her seat, just for a minute. Just until her head cleared …

		A bump woke her up. As did the breeze across her face.

		A breeze … inside a jet?

		Tiffany felt dizzy and nauseous. She saw that everyone else was still passed out in their leather seats. Nothing made sense. What, were they all drunk? Tiffany unbuckled her seat belt, stood up on shaky legs, and started to move toward the front of the plane. Ahead, weird, wild patterns of light and shadow danced across the tops of the empty seats and the door to the cockpit. The wind was stronger, as if the pilot had somehow cranked up the AC to full blast. A few steps later, Adams saw where the light and rushing wind was coming from.

		The passenger door of the plane was open.

		Oh, fuck me …

		She grasped the tops of the seats closest to her and craned her neck to look outside. The tops of trees whizzed by, far too close to be real. This plane couldn’t be flying this close to the ground?

		Getting closer with every second …

		Tiffany swallowed hard, then propelled herself forward, aiming for the cockpit door. Don’t look outside, she told herself. Don’t even think about what’s going on out there. Get to the pilot. Ask him what the fuck is going on.

		Once she reached the door, Tiffany pounded hard. She was going to open this door, FAA rules or not.

		To her surprise, the door popped right open.

		The next few seconds were a blur to Tiffany. She stepped into the cockpit to see a rush of green and brown filling the front windows, the array of instruments and flashing lights on the control panels, the empty pilots’ seats, chairs gently rocking back and forth, a pair of headphones dangling from the stick. And a playing card of some kind, jammed onto a metal switch.

		Tiffany was about to yell when the plane hit the first tree and then her body was flung forward, into the instrument panel.

		He watched the crash from the ground a few miles away. All of his meticulous planning had paid off. There was the exhilaration of the perfectly timed jump. The recovery of the ATV, hidden in the brush. And a few moments later the plane went down, all according to plan. The fireball was beautiful as it bloomed out of the lush, green mountains.
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		Wilmington, Delaware

		Too much, too little. That was Evelyn Barnes’s life.

		Like tonight—a unit of sick kids filled to capacity, and three of her nurses calling out sick. If it were up to Barnes she’d fire them all. This wasn’t the first time. But there was still a severe nursing shortage, and replacing these three meant Barnes might be stuck with three newbies with poorer training and an even bigger sense of entitlement. That was the real problem: the next generation, the twenty-somethings. Indulged by their parents, given nothing but treats and straight As despite their actual performance, and with this strange idea in their heads that they should all be paid outrageous salaries for barely adequate work. Worse yet, they would hold out for better paying positions, even if it meant not working for six months or a year. Why not? Mom and Dad would still take care of them at home.

		Barnes knew the story firsthand—her own daughter was a nurse. She hadn’t worked in a year.

		Meanwhile, too little sleep had taken its toll on Barnes’s face. She used to be the pretty one—the petite, chesty, funny blonde everyone bought drinks. Even better when she’d finally admit to being a nurse (as if the scrubs weren’t a dead giveaway). Working with kids? Even better. Men were apparently still very much suckers for the whole nurse-patient fantasy.

		It had been a long time since someone offered to buy her a drink. Men in bars (as if she ever saw the inside of a bar these days) were more likely to suggest a vacation or, at the very least, some Advil. Her dirty-blond hair was nothing more than something to be pulled back and clipped so it wouldn’t hang down in her face. Her tired, puffy face, her weary eyes completely drained of life. What the hell had happened to her?

		Too much, too little. Same old story.

		There was a small bodega across the street that catered almost exclusively to the doctors, nurses, and hospital staff. Barnes slid her money across the counter, the owner slid back a pack of her favorite smokes. The habit was growing more expensive by the day, and it flew in the face of the advice she gave every young person she met—and you’re never going to smoke, right, Josh?—but what the fuck. Everyone needed an outlet. Barnes tapped one out of the soft pack, lit it, and looked over at the hospital. The institution that had sucked away more than two decades of her life.

		Not that she regretted it. She’d helped a lot of kids, held a lot of worried parents’ hands. She wouldn’t trade that for anything. Still, she wished the stress would let up, just for a little while.

		As she stood and

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	DarkProphecy/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






DarkProphecy/images/logo.jpg
)






DarkProphecy/images/cover.jpg
FROM THE CREATOR @8F C‘l

?QGPHEQY

DEATH IS THE ONLY CERTAINTY.








