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Chapter One

On the outskirts of a small town nestled in the Colorado Mountains, Nathan K sat in a roadside diner sipping bitter coffee as the sun rose. The place reeked of the old men who spent their hours reminiscing about better and simpler times. Fried eggs crackled on the griddle as the cook rapidly fixed a plate. Slinging food over his large belly, the cook looked every bit as weathered as the diner.

Nathan thought it strange how a place could meld the old and the new. The tiled floor covered in dirt and scuff marks bumped against the new plate-glass window with a freshly painted PINE DINER. The 1950s soda counter stretched beneath a newly mounted flatscreen. Even Nathan’s booth had a jagged rip in the seat while a card on the table boasted free Wi-Fi.

He sipped from his mug. A couple of years back, he would never have believed this could be his life. For one, he hated coffee back then. He also had no fondness for the countryside — plains or mountains. And diner food? No, thank you. He was a New York City boy, training to be a lawyer, and he loved the urban environment.

But that was a different incarnation of him. That man went by the name Nathan Flynn. That man had died on the grimy floor of an old deli.

Nathan K rose from the ashes. He had Nathan Flynn’s soul, but his body came from an Immortal — a being able to harbor two souls. The extra soul acted like a spare tire. If Nathan died, his second soul left him, but his first soul remained — keeping him alive and healed. As long as he acquired another second soul, he would live forever.

Arching his head back and closing his eyes, he let out a slow breath. Forever. That was the problem.

He had been roaming the country looking for people to help — it seemed like a good way to fill his endless time. And he found them. They never ceased to be found. Life had become a long string of diners, each one a marker for those he had helped out of one jam or another.

There had been an elderly couple who faced eviction from an unscrupulous landlord. There had been a man living a double life — two families in two states — who needed guidance and a firm hand in order to clean up his act. There had been a woman who needed protection from a jilted lover. There had been a gambling addict, a drug addict, and a sex addict.

But when did it end? Did it end at all, or would this be his life from now on? Forever.

“You want any food?” a pimple-faced waiter asked as he topped off Nathan’s coffee.

“Coffee’s enough, for now.”

“Okay, by me. Not like I need the tips anymore. You got yours, right?”

“My what?”

“Your money. Didn’t you get any?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Setting the coffee pot on the chipped table, the waiter slid into the booth, clearly thrilled to be able to tell somebody this news. “Yesterday, everybody in town woke up rich. I mean, not super-rich or anything, but we all got twenty thousand dollars added to our bank accounts.”

Nathan scanned across the diner. The cook leaned on the counter, talking with two farmers, while an old woman with an ill-fitting wig sat nearby listening in. They all had an excited look about them.

“The bank wanted to claim it was a glitch,” the waiter said, “but the guy that did it sent emails out to everybody saying that it was no glitch and we were welcome to enjoy the money. But the rumor is that the money was stolen from some criminals like a Mafia don or something. They’re calling the guy who pulled this off Robin Hood. Y’know, after the character.”

“Yeah, I got it. Enjoy your good fortune. But I need my morning coffee.”

“Oh. Right. Sorry.” The waiter scooted out, grabbed his coffee pot, and joined the cook in entertaining the locals with more rumors about where the money came from.

Observing their faces, Nathan could only shake his head and drink his coffee. They might as well be a different species. The things that mattered to them no longer mattered to him. Money? He would live forever. Fortunes would come and go.

If they knew, however, that he sat among them like an alien from another planet passing as human, what would they do? He thought about that often. Sometimes he knew by the look in their eyes that they would try to lynch him. Sometimes he guessed they would burn him at the stake as a witch. Never did he see people who would greet him, accept him, embrace him.

The door chimed its two-tone welcome, and in walked a striking black woman with her smooth face down close to her cell phone. Her hair had been dyed different shades of brown and bounced like a curly mop. She shouldered a heavy backpack, wore hiking boots, and had an army jacket tied around her waist.

She glanced up, looked back at her phone, and back up again, finally settling her gaze upon Nathan. The stern line of her mouth rose at the corners. Pocketing her cell phone, she walked straight to him.

“You’re the guy. The one helping people.”

Nathan tried to remain stoic, but he still squirmed at her directness. “I’m not sure you —”

“Oh, I’m right. At first, I thought you were a hoax. Just a stupid story on Reddit. But I spotted a few articles buried away and it was enough to suggest you were real. A little bit of plotting your path, which is certainly haphazard, and I knew you’d made your way to Colorado — which, frankly, suited me perfectly. From there, it was easy. Just a matter of tapping into street cams and correlating odd stories of good fortune and heroism. Once I knew you were coming here, I knew it was time.”

“You found me from Internet articles?”

“See that? I told you that you were the guy.”

“It certainly seems that you went through a lot to find me.”

“That’s ‘cause I need your help. I’m in a little trouble.”

Nathan set his coffee down with a clunk. “Of course. Look, I’m not for hire. I just want to be left in peace. I mean I’ve helped a few people out but I like to keep a low profile, so if you’ll please leave me alone.”

“I know all that. In fact, you’re so low profile, most of what you’ve done the cops don’t even know about it until somebody blogs their experiences with you.”

“They shouldn’t do that. People get the wrong idea. Like you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You’re not listening. I’m not a superhero or anything. I don’t go around saving people.”

The woman smiled, and he had to admit, she had a remarkably warm face. “You do save people. Lots of them. Do you want me to read the list of those I could find?”

“I want to drink my coffee.”

She fished out her phone, checked it, then placed it on the table and spun it to face him. On it, he saw a spinning line and a blinking light like a rudimentary radar. She said, “You see that?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s my trouble. My phone’s tracking these guys and they’re on their way here. They’re going to kill me.”

Nathan pushed the phone back to her. “You sure seem happy and calm for a woman with a death sentence.”

“That’s because I have you here. That, and I’ve made sure to come here a few minutes before the morning train. It’s a freight haul that uses the tracks out back. Every other morning it goes like clockwork — well, usually like clockwork. Should be zooming by any moment.”

“I see. You want me to fight off some guys bent on killing you, so that you can hop a train to escape. That about right?”

Tapping her nose twice and then pointing at him, she said, “You got it.”

Nathan peered out the window at the empty road. A thick line of blue spruce and lodgepole pines covered the opposite side of the street. He lingered his focus on those trees but saw no movement.

Though he had no desire to fight this early in the morning, he didn’t like the idea of such an intriguing woman’s murder weighing on his souls. Still, he saw no threat.

Pushing his coffee mug aside, he said, “Tell me why somebody wants to kill you.”

“You heard about that Robin Hood guy?” She leaned in and whispered, “I’m Robin.”

A black SUV with tinted windows screeched into the parking lot. Two trim men in suits exited the vehicle. They wore shades and held handguns at their sides.

All of Robin’s mirth drained away as she lowered in her seat. “That’s them, and I really don’t want to die. Please. Help me.”

Nathan sighed. He slid out from the booth and glanced down at her. Though not a large man, Nathan exuded lean confidence — a man far more capable than most. His dark hair — short and well-styled — strengthened the image of a man in full control of his person. Reaching behind his back, he brought out his Wilson Combat Classic 10mm automatic handgun with double-diamond grips and a five-inch barrel.

“Robin,” he said, brandishing the weapon before her stunned eyes, “I’d like you to meet Maggie.”



 


Chapter Two

Though training and experience had placed Nathan in several gunfights, he had yet to get comfortable in the situation. Probably a good thing, he thought.

“Ladies and gentleman,” he said, as he gripped Maggie and aimed at his first target. “Please take cover under a table or behind the counter.”

The cook/owner pointed a meaty finger at him. “Now, hold on there. You can’t do that.”

Nathan squeezed his hand and Maggie roared. Though he no longer flinched at the noise — that reaction had been trained out of him — the loudness never ceased to shock him. The bullet formed a tight hole in the thick glass window and continued on through the thigh of one of the SUV men. As the man dropped to the ground clutching his leg, the other yanked open the car door and ducked behind it.

Nathan shook his head. “Doesn’t even help his partner.”

He moved toward the front of the diner, trying to get a good angle. A glint of metal caught his eye — the man had pulled something out of the vehicle.

“Mister?” the old woman said from beneath her table. Her wig sat askew on her head. “Is it safe to come out?”

Nathan glanced down at her and waved her back under the table. When he returned his attention to the SUV, he realized he had made a big mistake. The man had seized the opportunity to come out from behind the door. He carried an AK-47.

“Stay down!” Nathan dove to the floor as bullets shattered the large window fronting the diner. Glass showered onto the floor, and Nathan felt numerous pinpricks cutting into his skin. Crawling on his stomach, using his elbows to move forward, he slithered through the broken shards until he could sit behind the long counter.

To his left, he saw Robin curled under their booth table, her hands covering her ears. He winked at her. “You’ve really pissed these guys off.”

“You don’t think shooting at them had something to do with it?” she yelled. He couldn’t tell if she was crying or laughing — probably both.

The two-tone ding of the front door went off. Nathan brought his legs up underneath into a squatting position. In the distance, the long cry of a train whistle sounded.

Nathan pointed at Robin and then at the kitchen door. Though her eyes were wide with fright, she nodded, bouncing her wild hair. Good. No point in risking his life if she wasn’t capable of saving her skin when the time arrived.

He heard the slow crunch of glass as the man with the AK-47 cautiously approached. Nathan repositioned, ready to fire, and mouthed a countdown for Robin. 3 ... 2 ... 1 ...

He popped a round into the ceiling before emerging from behind the counter. The man with the AK-47 had dropped at the shot, and before he could aim his rifle, Nathan shot right through the man’s pelvic bone. Very painful.

As the man screamed, Nathan disarmed him and dismantled the weapon. He then stepped outside and put a bullet in the front tires of the SUV.

“It’s okay, now,” he said as he walked back in. “You can all get up.”

Nobody moved.

Nathan had seen this before. Some people would take several minutes before they could believe peace had returned. Perhaps the mind used such caution as a defense mechanism. But when Nathan caught the eye of the old woman from beneath her table, the way she looked toward the kitchen, he knew he had made a mistake. A groan came through the back doors. They swung open, and Robin stood with another suited man behind her. The man had an arm locked around her throat and a handgun point at her head.

The man was young, maybe twenty-five, had a thin beard tracing his jawline, and from the glazed look in his eyes, Nathan guessed this was his first time out. That meant the man was unpredictable. And that meant the situation had become much more dangerous. Especially since Nathan had shot five bullets and had not started on a full magazine — he had one bullet left.

“Nobody move,” the man said, though nobody was moving to begin with. He pushed Robin forward. As they passed the counter, he saw his partner sitting in a pool of blood. “Aw, shit.” He finally noticed Nathan holding a handgun. “You did this? Why did you have to do this? We just wanted to take her in to the boss. That’s it. Nobody was going to get hurt.”

Indicating the dismantled AK on the floor, Nathan said, “You really think your pals here brought automatic rifles if they didn’t intend to hurt somebody?”

“Get the girl. That’s all we had to do.”

“Well, you got her. Now what?”

Sweat beaded on the man’s brow. His eyes darted from face to face. Nathan could hear the heavy breaths and see the tremors in his hands from constant tension.

The man snatched a look outside. His eyes lingered on the SUV’s tires — the ones that Nathan had shot holes through.

“Crap,” the man said before returning his focus to Nathan. “You. Cowboy. Which car is yours?”

Nathan pointed to a white 2010 Mustang. “You can have it. I was going to ditch it soon anyway since it’s stolen.”

“Shut up and give me the keys.”

Nathan pulled a single key out of his pocket and placed it on the nearest table. He forced it to make a sharp click. “There you go. One Mustang for your getaway.”

“Okay, good. Now, back up away from the table.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

The man actually paused to think. “What? What are you talking about?”

“The girl. You can have the car, but you don’t get to keep the girl.” Nathan made sure to gesture with the hand holding Maggie. “You want the girl, you don’t get the car.”

“No. You shut up. You back off or I’ll kill her. I’m taking her and the car. That’s it. No discussion.” The man tightened his grip and Robin whimpered.

Damn. Nathan had hoped to make a simple trade. The guy was in over his head and panic had set in. He wasn’t thinking clearly. Nathan paused — that might give me an opening.

“Tell you what,” he said and stepped closer to the table. “You can have the car and my weapon. This is a very special gun to me and it’s worth a lot of money. Over three grand. I’ll give you both for the girl.”

“Stop talking! Just shut up! Put the gun on the table. I’m taking it all.”

“Fine. Just don’t hurt her.”

The man’s eyes widened. “Oh, you’re setting me up. That gun is ready to go. You’re gonna shoot me real fast or something, right? Well, I’m too smart for you. Empty it. Right now.”

“Okay, okay. I’m doing it.” Nathan released the empty magazine. Then he pulled back the slide and ejected the chambered round. He faced it toward the man. “See? No bullets. Check for yourself, if you don’t believe me.”

Involuntarily, the man leaned forward and squinted. Nathan threw the magazine straight into his forehead. The man reacted naturally — he let go of Robin and grabbed his head.

Robin leaped aside as Nathan charged forward. He grabbed the man by the throat and slammed his head in the kitchen door jamb. Dazed, the man stumbled. Nathan punched him in the gut and let him fall to the floor.

The train whistle sounded again, only this time it was going off in the other direction — away from the diner. Robin said, “Come on! I’m going to miss it.”

Nathan glanced at his keys. He had told the truth. The car was stolen, and after this shootout the police would certainly have little trouble finding out about the Mustang.

It was a good car while it lasted.

He followed Robin through the kitchen and out the back. A short distance beyond a rusting dumpster, the edge of a forest began. The ground dropped at a steep angle and once it leveled out, train tracks cut through the thickening woods. Except at the moment, a long series of graffiti-strewn boxcars rolled by. Neither the front nor the rear of the train could be seen. Just boxcar after boxcar.

“Hurry!” Robin flew down the hill as if she had done so for years. She jumped over a log and avoided a deep hole dug by a raccoon or some other animal. The deep growl of the train vibrated through the ground. Nathan followed Robin with less grace, but he made it to the bottom intact.

With a single stride, Robin snagged the ladder attached to the side of a passing boxcar. She reached out for Nathan’s hand. He had to run to keep up with the train, but he caught her hand on the first try.

“I’ll get the door,” he said as she pulled him to the ladder. He climbed to the roof of the car and walked over to the ceiling access. He checked inside — empty. Dropping in, he discovered the sliding door on the opposite side than they had approached had been left unlocked. “Come on in,” he called out as he slid the door open. He wanted to comment on their good fortune, but something told him this would be the last bit of luck he would have with this girl.

When she finally dropped into the boxcar, she put out her shivering hand. “Thank you. I owe you my life.”

“Good,” he said. “Then maybe you can tell me what the hell that was all about.”



 


Chapter Three

As the train rolled through the Colorado forests, its steady clacking lulled Nathan. Fresh, pine air and a warm, morning sun helped as well. If not for Robin telling her story, Nathan would have gladly closed his eyes and enjoyed some peace.

But she did speak. She had to. She paced the boxcar, her mouth spewing out words faster than the train dared to go, her hands in constant motion.

“This is crazy,” she said, and Nathan could not be sure if she spoke to him or herself. “This is nuts. I mean I get that they’re mad, I even knew they’d be coming, but I’ve never been shot at before. That’s different. I can’t believe that all happened.”

“You handled yourself well.”

“Maybe it looked that way, but I was practically pissing myself.” She glanced down. “Did I?”

Nathan stretched out his legs, crossing one over the other. “You’re clean.”

“Thank goodness for that. How do you not freak out during all of that?”

“Who said I wasn’t a bit freaked out? Getting shot at is scary. No matter what your situation.”

“Right,” she said, swallowing against the lump in her throat. “Sorry about this. I’ve just never had this much adrenaline going through me.”

Nope. No sleep coming. With a sigh, he said, “Why don’t you start at the beginning? You’re a hacker, right?”

That stopped her. “Not at all. I mean, not originally. I mean, that’s not the thing. You’re all confused.”

“Enlighten me.”

A stern look glossed over her face. “You listen right now. I’m not some ghetto girl that you can lay pity on. You got it? I don’t need your white ass to pull me up.”

Nathan looked out at the passing trees. “I only asked if you were a hacker. Didn’t realize it was going to open up centuries of prejudice and racial politics.”

“That’s because you’re white.”

Nathan had to choke back a laugh. He wondered what Robin would say if she knew that Nathan wasn’t even in his original body. Or that his current second soul belonged to an elderly black woman. Or that he had not quite mastered the art of shutting out a second soul’s influence, and right at that moment, he could hear the old woman saying that Robin needed a good whack from her momma because how dare she talk that way to the man that saved her black ass from being six feet under.

Instead, he said, “I’m sorry. Let’s start over.”

Though she jutted her chin in defiance, she said, “Apology accepted.” She walked over to the open door and joined Nathan in watching the world pass by. “I was born and raised in New Jersey — in the north, in a small town not too far from New York City. My dad was a real computer nerd. Even built his own laptop once. He was a good dad.”

“Was?”

“That’s jumping ahead. We’ll get there. But when I was a kid, I picked up all his stuff with ease. Math came fast to me, and I learned Python and C++ and that kind of thing well before sixth grade.”

“What is that? Python?”

“Programming languages. Instructions that make your computer do what it does. Anyway, once I got rolling in that world, I never stopped. Went to college for computer science and got recruited for a couple of the big tech companies. I spent a few years at Google and a few with Facebook. Made good money, but my time in the corporate world did not go well overall. They don’t like women, and I don’t like being controlled.”

Nathan thought of Octavia and Larkin and Russo — the immortals that had ushered him into his new world. They, too, tried to control him. “Some people need to live a freelance kind of life.”

“Yeah, and that’s what I did. I went freelance. But freelancing in the computer world is a hard road to make a living. Especially when your parents get sick.”

“Your father.”

“He had heart problems and then my Mom had a stroke. They had private insurance, but that turned out to be as much a load of crap as you’d expect. I even hired a lawyer to look into suing the insurance company, but they had plenty of legal ways to justify their atrocious behavior. Doesn’t matter now, though, does it? The bills kept coming and they couldn’t afford any of it.”

“And you were freelancing.”

“Not a great way to help out the family. So, when I got approached to do some minor hacking gigs, I did it. Nothing big, nothing harmful, just a few stupid things. Changed a college student’s grades, and hacked a minor government site to get a few people off the IRS watch lists. That got me noticed by a few up-and-coming local politicians needing help with their election campaigns. Within a year, I was doing nothing but political hacks — either bolstering my client or destroying the opposition. Most often, I was cleaning away all traces of a drunken orgy or a drug binge or any other number of unseemly experiences a politician wanted erased. I made enough money to take care of my folks, and I planned to get out of the hacking business.”

“Yet here we are.”

Robin sat with her legs dangling over the edge. “Yeah, well, best laid plans and all. Colorado Senator Barry McGuire. He was the target. Amelia Tanner — State Senator wanting McGuire’s job — she hired me to break into his computer and get any kind of embarrassing photos or emails, that kind of thing. But the night I hacked in, I found the photos right away — turns out Senator McGuire has a foot fetish that goes into some pretty nasty territory — but I also found money. Over twenty million dollars.”

Nathan frowned. “You thought it was a good idea to steal that? You didn’t think he’d notice?”

“Along with the account, I found detailed files for the books on it all. That money came from Colombian drugs. They were paying the Senator to let them sneak in contraband alongside the legal marijuana trade. But, to answer your question, I closed it all up and walked away. I delivered the photos to my client and that was it.”

“Except it wasn’t.”

She turned to him, her eyes glistening. “I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Not for me, but for everybody else. I mean there were people in his own state starving from not being able to buy food or dying from not being able to pay for care. This bastard sat on riches and did nothing but hoard it all for himself. It pissed me off. So, I went Robin Hood.”

Nathan clicked his tongue as he put some of the next part together. “You hacked in, took the money, and spread it out through the banks. Clever.”

“Twenty grand for every citizen with a bank account in a few small towns.”

“And the best part was he couldn’t come after you. Not without admitting where the money came from.”

“Exactly. As a backup, I copied the books and every related file I could find, and I sent them to a safe place. I knew the moment I enacted my plan, they’d be hunting me down. So I also prepped my escape. That’s when I found out about you.”

Nathan perked up. “How did you do that, anyway? I’ve tried hard to stay unnoticed.”

She didn’t answer at first, but Nathan understood quickly that she wasn’t stalling. Rather, she attempted to find an adequate explanation — one that he could comprehend.

At length, she said, “All it really takes is one person writing one small comment in the wrong place online. Even if it’s a small, obscure, tiny, little blog. If it’s an interesting piece — and anything about your exploits is going to be interesting — then somebody is going to copy the article and present it again. When that somebody has a larger reach than the OP — that means Original Post — then the new version is seen by more eyeballs which in turn give it a greater chance to get copied and represented again, only at an even larger site. This continues until you hit the twenty-four hour news services desperate for a story that’s easy to tell and sensational enough to get people clicking.”

“You’re saying that I’m a little story gaining momentum?”

“Call it traction, but yes.” She rubbed the knuckle of her index finger across her lips. “I’ve been thinking about something.”

“Why do I get the feeling those are dangerous words coming from your mouth?”

She cracked a smile, then shut it off. “First, I need to thank you for helping
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