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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Petrov Voskin eyed the street from behind the tree he used as cover. The moonless night was lit by street lights spaced evenly down the busy four-lane road. Flashing headlights briefly illuminated him as cars passed.

      The heavy Russian immigrant fished a pack of Sobranie Black Russian cigarettes out of his pocket while he watched the front door of his boss’ bar. The Russian bar, Ivan Skavinsky, was a popular hangout for the Vory ever since the Vladivostok mob had moved into New Orleans.

      Petrov nodded to a pretty woman who walked by, but she stepped away from him, glancing around nervously.

      He wasn’t surprised. At six-five and three hundred pounds, he tended to have that effect on people.

      Tonight, though, he wasn’t on the street to flirt, but keep an eye out for New Orleans pathetic excuse for law enforcement. He was told that the super team based in the city wasn’t interested in non-powered crime. So far, the Vory had carefully avoided using any of their super-powered assets to commit crimes of any kind… at least any that were noticeable, Petrov chuckled.

      Unlike the Americans, the Russian mob had no trouble finding telepaths to use for nefarious purposes—they were just tightly controlled. Petrov knew of one in the city whose job was to influence politicians and the authorities.

      It wasn’t like in the movies, though. The woman who they brought in to exert influence couldn’t control people like puppets—only convince them to do what she wanted over time.

      Petrov was glad for that. He’d met her once and he would die a happy man if he never had to work with her again.

      Movement caught his eye and he turned to look. A gorgeous woman with dark skin and a head full of dreadlocks sauntered toward him. She wore leather from head to toe and looked like she stepped out of a fashion show. The only odd thing about her was the red scarf wrapped around her neck.

      He leaned against the tree, letting his eyes follow her as she approached.

      “Hey babe,” he said in Russian, fully expecting her to frown.

      She stopped beside him, cocking her head to the side as if she were listening to something.

      Ice ran through his veins. A fear he’d only felt once before, when he’d stumbled through the woods as a kid and ran into a mama bear with her cubs. When the grizzly had looked at him, he knew what it was like to have a predator deciding to eat him or not.

      For some reason, this five-foot-eight woman gave him the same feeling. He didn’t like it, not one bit. He straightened from the tree, cracking his neck as the tension built in him.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      She didn’t reply.

      Light flashed from LEDs on a car, blinding him for a split second… when his vision cleared, she was gone. Vanished.

      “What the hell,” Petrov muttered.

      He reached into his coat for his cell phone, messaging his boss that something weird was going on. Once done, he moved across the street, all the while looking for the woman with the red scarf.
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        * * *

      

      “I think you found what we’re looking for,” Spice said from beside me.

      “You think?” I asked.

      The big Russian stood out like a tree in the desert. New Orleans had a million people living in the city and six-hundred thousand of them were African-American. Not a lot of Caucasian Russians living in the downtown wards—certainly not 9th ward with its high crime rate.

      Spice hunched over the rooftop beside me, dressed for the summer heat in a yellow button-up that fluttered in the non-existent breeze.

      It was eerie, to say the least, having the little ghost next to me. She was just like Sara, and the longer we were together, the more I forgot how the real Sara behaved. There were times I wished the demon, alien, whatever, would appear as someone else.

      She could, and had, changed her form on occasion, but she said I responded best to Sara. She wasn’t wrong. When I closed my eyes at night I could still see the look of horror on my little sister’s face as the blade took her life.

      The man who did it, Ghost, was long dead, killed by my hand… along with everyone else in ISO-1, including the alien who ran the outfit.

      Evil didn’t end with their destruction though. No matter how many people I killed, there were always more to take their place. I was getting tired. When he trained me, Joseph warned of the day—the day when I grew tired of the endless killing.  I just hadn’t believed him. Was it coming for me?

      It took the Russian mob to make me think about it.

      Here they were, in my city, committing crimes against her people as if they didn’t have a care in the world. No government authority would stop them. They were immune to the police and state law enforcement, and would never see justice. At least, not the kind society used. They wouldn’t escape my brand of justice, though.

      “How many do you think there are?” I asked Spice.

      She looked around and shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “I don’t know. Are you going to suddenly decide not to let me use my superpowers?” I asked her.

      A small smile tugged at her lips. “Maybe. It’s fun seeing you improvise.”

      “Yeah, I think you just like it when we get hurt, you masochist.”

      She didn’t say no. “That’s only when I’m hungry, to remind you that it’s them or you.”

      “Are you? Hungry that is?” I asked her.

      She gave me an impish grin. “Famished,” she said.

      Of course you are, I thought with a sigh.

      I considered the possible entrances for a few moments. The last time I fought a Russian with superpowers felt like forever ago, even though it had only been a few years. Detroit was a fond memory compared to the things I’d gone through since.

      However, based on everything I’d seen in the last two weeks of observing the Vory, they weren’t overtly using superpowered thugs. Probably afraid of bringing down the attention of the Saints or a national team.

      The chief of police sure wasn’t doing anything to slow the tide as the Russians took out their competition and solidified their hold on the city’s underbelly. The only reason the Vory didn’t want to tangle with the Saints was Seraph.

      I had a love-hate relationship with the Saints, New Orleans super team. For a lot of valid reasons. Primarily though, the angelic super-heroine wanted to kill Spice. Which wasn’t something I could allow.

      The arrival of a car reminded me what I was there for. Reaching out with my senses, I felt for the life below me. Any moment, the bar would close and the bystanders would leave and the only people left would be scum.

      One of the gifts Spice imparted to me was the ability to see life, in all its myriad forms. From insects to people, they glowed in the dark like beacons. The city was monochromatic, but every insect, animal, and person glowed with life energy… and I could see it all.

      The bar was no different. I didn’t see through the walls or anything, but I could feel the vibrant energy beneath me. There were maybe a hundred people in the establishment, drinking, eating, arguing, all of it teeming with energy.

      “Oh man, I’m starving. Why don’t you just go in? I’m sure no one will get hurt who isn’t meant to.”

      I opened one eye and peered at the little psychopath wearing my sister’s face.

      “That’s not how this works. You know that.”

      “Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she said with a smile.

      Yeah, I can. Spice swore she couldn’t read my mind, but sometimes I felt like she could. Or maybe she just knew me well enough to guess what I was thinking. After all the time we’d spent together we both knew the other well enough.

      “Ten more minutes, Spice, then it’s dinner time.”
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        * * *

      

      Two a.m. rolled around and Petrov’s phone beeped, alerting him it was time. He crossed the street, looking back and forth for the woman he’d spotted earlier. It unnerved him how much she had bothered him.

      He shook his head, trying to dismiss the shadow of her presence in his thoughts. After all, he was a large man. Why would he be afraid of a mere woman?

      He pushed through the doors, stopping to hold them open as the last of the regulars left the Russian bar.

      “Petrov, lock it up,” Victor said from behind the bar. “Then call Blake and have him bring the girls over.”

      Petrov nodded, fishing out the card with Blake’s name and number. Once the last person left he closed and bolted the door. From there, he checked every window, the back entrance, and the service entrance, making sure the doors were bolted shut.

      When he returned to the main room the tables were set: two large tables were pushed together and twelve chairs were set out, along with drinks, food, and cards. It was poker night for the local Vory boss.

      Victor liked to keep his men happy, and the best way to know what they were thinking was to get them liquored up and playing cards. It tended to let them see him as a friend more than their boss. A mistake Petrov never made. Then again, Petrov was Victor’s chief enforcer. He knew better than to see the man as anything less than a cold-blooded killer. After all, Petrov had killed more than one man who had mistakenly confided in Victor, thinking he was a friend.

      Petrov took his position by the bar, ready to serve drinks as needed. The eleven men took their seats, laughing, and smiling, as Victor poured them the good vodka. Petrov pulled out his phone and messaged Blake, letting him know to send the whores in an hour.

      A half-hour passed and he grew bored, letting his mind wander.

      The bathroom light flickered blue for a moment and he glanced that way to see what had happened.

      Ivan Skavinsky was in an older building with wiring problems and it wouldn’t be the first time the light in the bathroom had gone out but…

      The lights aren’t blue… he thought.

      Petrov pushed himself off the bar, hand going for his gun as he did so. The men at the poker table paid no heed to him as he crossed the room. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong but… Who would be stupid enough to attack the Vory in their own bar? It wasn’t possible. The police would certainly leave them alone and none of their rival gangs would come after them, not after what they did to the Hispanics.

      He reached the men’s bathroom where he’d seen the light, lifting his gun and angling it just to the side as he entered. A flick of the switch lit the room with full brightness—it was empty.

      Glancing to the side, he moved through the bathroom to the first stall. He knelt at the entrance, one knee on the dirty floor while he looked underneath the stalls. Only the discarded remains of toilet paper was visible.

      He tightened the grip on his pistol as he approached the first door, edging it open with his foot.

      Empty.

      Sweat built up on his brow and he moved to the next door. He pushed it open with his foot, revealing only the toilet.

      Only one stall remained… Fear built up in him. He swallowed hard, trying to clear the pounding from his ears as his heart beat against his chest. The pistol shook slightly and he knew… knew… there was someone in the last stall.

      With a deep breath, he leaped for the door, kicking it open with all his might and pointing the gun dead center, finger quivering on the trigger.

      Empty.

      “Ha,” he laughed. His nerves were getting the better of him. Maybe it was the new city or the woman on the street. He needed to shake it though. Putting his gun away, he turned and headed back for the main room. Maybe he would tell them about it and have a good laugh.

      Opening the door, he stepped out. “Hey Victor, you want to know—” The words died in his throat.

      Standing on the poker table, a silenced pistol in each hand, was the woman. Her eyes blazed with blue light and a red scarf fluttered beside her as she moved.

      The eleven men, the heads of the White Vory in New Orleans, were slumped backward in their chairs, a single round hole in each forehead.

      Victor, the strongest, most brutal man he’d ever known, was pinned eight feet up on the far wall with a sword through his chest.

      In all his life, even the time he’d stumbled across the mama bear with her cubs, Petrov had never felt such fear. It froze him, pulling at his soul and screaming at him to run.

      Then she vanished in a burst of blue light. He was about to scream when cold metal touched his throat and pushed hard enough to draw blood.

      He was dead. He knew it. But the blade didn’t move.

      “Who are you,” the woman said in a voice that echoed upon itself.

      “Petrov V—Voskin,” he replied.

      She kicked the back of his knees, dropping him to the ground with a grunt of pain.

      “Hold out your right arm,” she commanded.

      He complied without hesitation, he didn’t want to, but his limbs obeyed of their own will.

      She reached around his shoulder and took the pimp’s card from his inside pocket. How she even knew it was there didn’t cross his mind—he was focused on his impending death and his complete inability to stop it. How could he be so helpless?

      “Who are you?” he asked. He clenched his eyes shut, knowing he was going to die.

      “Death,” she whispered. “Pray I never see you again.”

      Moments passed and nothing happened.

      He waited longer, afraid to move, arm quivering with the strain. Sirens echoed in the distance and he still didn’t move.

      He didn’t move when the screeching of tires came to a halt outside, and not when the police busted through the front door. Not even when the police ordered him to lie face down on the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      I closed the door behind me and tossed the empty holsters onto the couch. I’d already ditched the guns in the river, and before I was done the clothes would vanish as well. Nothing could trace me from one scene to the next.

      Nothing but the dead men.

      Joseph’s training had taken hold and become second nature. I was more than a woman, more than human; I was a shadow. Where I went, death followed, and no one knew where I would strike next.

      The Russians need to learn fear. Hopefully, the one I left alive would spread that fear. Fear was like a disease. It spread rapidly and with fatal results.

      Apparently, after a year-long absence, the criminals of the city had forgotten who I was. Either that or they were all new criminals.

      I still couldn’t get over being gone a whole year. After the events on the moon and stopping Spice’s deranged species from flooding onto the earth through a portal powered by an angry Greek Goddess, I had found myself trapped inside an ice crevasse for almost a year. Once out it took me months to make my way from Nepal to New Orleans.

      Where else would I go? Not that I had any family here—or anywhere—but if I had a home, it was NOLA. I guess I could go back to Detroit, maybe clean it up for Joseph’s memory. It wasn’t like I didn’t have the time. With Spice charged on death, I would live for a long time. Well, if I kept killing.

      I’d once told Spice I would do this forever because evil never died. Would I, though?

      I shrugged to myself as I crawled into bed. I wasn’t tired of the killing, yet, though I understood Joseph much better than I had at the time. Killing the minions was… getting old. I wanted the men in charge.

      I wanted to make a difference though, a permanent difference. Those were my last thoughts as I fell into a hard sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Like all my dreams since my family's murder, these were of that night. Thanksgiving. Except I wasn’t dressed like a fashion model, but in my Wraith outfit.

      The rest of my family was there, exactly as they were. However, instead of my ex-husband Henry, my twin brother Charles sat at the table next to Spice.

      I looked down at myself then back at all of them. Why was I there as Wraith instead of Madisun?

      “I can’t believe you’re killing people with such casual disregard for the sanctity of human life, Wraith. I just can’t,” my father said.

      Looking around the dinner table, no one would meet my eyes. Then I saw the dinner itself. My mom’s turkey day spreads were legendary, but all the food on the table looked seventy years old, desiccated and rotten.

      “They killed you,” I said. “And they tried to kill me. Why should I care if they die?” I said to Dad.

      “It’s not about them dying, Wraith. It’s about you doing the killing.”

      “Why are you calling me Wraith? I’m Madisun.”

      He shook his head. “Madisun was my sweet daughter who wanted to be a model and make people happy. I don’t know who you are,” he said.

      “Don’t know who I am? I’m the woman who got justice for all of you! ISO-1 would have gotten away with your murders and a whole lot more if not for me.”

      “Justice for all of us?” Charles said. His voice was exactly how I remembered it. Charles had died years before ISO took my family. We had snuck out of the house to go to a party and… I shook my head.

      “You weren’t killed by ISO, Charles. The people who caused your death—they were already punished,” I said.

      “Were they? After all, you’re here,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke with a scream, sweat running off me in rivulets, and threw myself out of bed.

      Nightmares weren’t anything new, but that one was off the charts weird. It took me a solid minute to bring my breathing under control as I clenched the sheet to my chest defensively.

      Charles, my twin brother, died when I was eleven. There was a battle in the city. The Saints fought—I couldn’t remember who they fought, but a building fell on Charles during the battle. When I met Mach years later he remembered, and he was sad about it. He wasn’t responsible, though. I know that.

      Once the worst of it passed, I tossed the sheet, grabbed a quick shower, and dressed. It was still daytime but I had to get out of the apartment. Do something.

      There were people who needed to know I was alive, though I seriously considered not telling them. There were good reasons to continue this alone—Krisan had almost died the last time she helped me, and Roy…

      Well, I liked the man, but that life wasn’t ever going to be mine. He was better off believing I’d died. Krisan, though, she’d gone through too much with me to lie to.

      After I left the apartment, I made a quick run through Homeless Town, the place where the vast majority of those living on the street congregated during the day. I handed out the money from the previous night’s escapades along with my clothes. I didn’t need the money and the clothes would be untraceable once they were here.

      It was a good way for the death of the criminals to have a positive impact. After all, they didn’t need their money, cell phones, watches, or fancy cars anymore, did they?

      Can’t take it with you.

      After that, I hopped back on the lime green Kawasaki Ninja and sped off. If anyone did come asking for me, all anyone would remember was the rich black lady and her green motorbike.

      Half an hour later I parked outside of Krisan’s office. She was a lot more successful as an independent journalist than she had ever been when working for the Detroit Free Press. Her status as the woman who broke ISO-1 wide open had garnered her buckets of credibility and in the last year, she had moved to covering local politics and generally uncovering corruption wherever she found it.

      I stopped, looking behind myself before entering, as a brief unease passed over me like someone was watching. It was a weird feeling, but I was sure Spice would warn me if I was being watched. I shrugged and entered the small office building.

      Inside the air-conditioned front room, a young man sat behind a desk, busy typing away as popular music piped in from the radio.

      “Can I help you?” he asked as I stood before him.

      “Is Krisan in?”

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Swahili is very busy and can’t be disturbed without an appointment.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him then glanced to the door with her name on it.

      “Is that so?” I said with a smirk.

      “What are you doing? You can’t go in there,” he said as I walked right for her door.

      I shouldered the door open and smiled as I saw Krisan… with Roy… making out.

      For a second, I thought I should be mad. Angry even. But all I felt was relief. I had liked him, but that life was never going to happen for me. But, Krisan, she deserved a man who was good to her. Also, with as dangerous as her life could be, having an ex-Army ex-cop as a boyfriend had to be a bonus.

      “Aren’t you two cozy,” I said with a smile.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Swahili. She just barged in.”

      Krisan and Roy broke apart. Roy went white as a ghost but Krisan looked supremely unperturbed.

      “Madi,” Roy whispered. “You’re alive?” he asked.

      “In the flesh,” I said. “It took me a while to get back here, but I guess that’s obvious.”

      He moved around the desk and wrapped me in a tight hug.

      “It took you long enough,” Krisan finally said.

      I glanced at her over Roy’s shoulder, cocking my head to the side. “You knew?” I asked.

      Roy turned, asking the same question.

      “Madi,” Krisan explained, “you survived atomization by one of Arsenal’s orbital weapon thingys. I didn’t think something as simple as falling from the moon was going to kill you.”

      “Wait. You knew she was alive this whole time and didn’t tell me?” Roy asked.

      Awkward, I thought.

      “Oh. It didn’t occur to me you thought she was really dead.”

      I shook my head at the two.

      “Listen. Stop. Before you react in any way, I’m glad you have each other. Really. I’ve been gone for a year. I’m fine. I’m back now and there is killing to be done.”

      Krisan smiled as she turned her monitor around. “Maybe I didn’t know, know, but after last night I did.”

      Her headline read, “Russian Mobsters Slaughtered in Bar.”

      “Guilty,” I said with a smile.

      Roy glanced between us, let go of me, and sat down in the chair on the side of Krisan’s desk. “I need a minute,” he muttered.

      “It really is okay,” I said. “I’m here because I need to know who’s behind the Russian mob and why the city isn’t going after them.”

      I could tell Roy was working through it all, the shock of my return weighing heavy on him.

      Krisan turned her monitor back and typed in a few words. “This is easy—she’s why.”

      I moved over to her side of the desk and watched her search for an image. The picture that popped up was of a gorgeous blonde woman with… all-white eyes, no pupils at all.

      “They call her Dream Catcher,” Krisan said. “She’s a Russian tele-empath. I’ve looked for her, but it was darn near impossible to even find out she was living in America, let alone where she is. All I have is this picture from three years ago. The photographer who took it committed suicide shortly after it was published. I had to pull the picture from his phone I found…” she glanced at Roy… “on the Internet.”

      I looked between them, not remembering if Roy knew about Krisan’s superpowers. I guessed from the way she spoke that she hadn’t told him.

      “She’s a telepath and an empath?” I asked.

      Krisan nodded. Reaching over, she pulled a sheet of paper from the pile at the side of her desk. It had a picture of Kate Petrenelli and a story Krisan wrote about the world’s “Most Powerful Empath.”

      “She’s no Domino, but she makes up for it with her telepathy. From what I gather, she can influence rather than outright control people. However, the information on her is vague at best.”

      “So I don’t have to worry about her seizing my mind?” I asked.

      “Don’t let her touch you, and you will be fine. She works better on men than women, but that’s normal for empaths. They always have a greater degree of control over the opposite sex.”

      Krisan shook her head then froze. “Where’s my coffee?” she asked. She stood up and marched to the office door. “Larry, where’s my coffee?” she asked louder.

      “Sorry Ms. Swahili,” he said. A few seconds later he appeared with a large Starbucks coffee with a bucket of whipped cream on top. How the girl could weigh the buck twenty she did and drink that much sugar was beyond me.

      After several long sips, she came back around and smiled up at me. “What was I saying?”

      It was nice to know some things never changed.

      “You were about to tell me where I can find Dream Catcher?” I asked.

      Krisan shook her head. “No can do. It’s a mystery. I can’t even tell you for sure that she’s in the city. But her influence is here.”

      I decided that was better than nothing. Knowing they had a telepath working for them would let me plan for her inevitable involvement.

      “Can you tell me where or who the head Vory is?” I asked her.

      “Also easy,” Krisan said. She pushed a few keys with one hand while drinking her coffee. A map popped up and showed… the mayor’s office.

      “Is this a joke?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “You want to know why the Vory are taking over? This is the guy. He came into office just after our vacation on Luna, and ever since then…”

      The Honorable Grigor Rasputin appeared on the screen with his hipster beard and hollow eyes.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Mayor,” I said with a grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Sofia narrowed her eyes as the limousine came to a stop at the light. She hated waiting. Hated the driver for making her wait. Hated the city. She just hated… everything and everyone.

      Once they were moving again, she pulled out her phone and glared at the time. It was taking too long. But this stupid American city wasn’t entirely theirs… yet… and they couldn’t just break any law they wanted. They had to be obedient for the moment.

      The car shook as a rumble tore through the sky. She glanced up through the moonroof to see the superhero known as Mach fly above.

      Americans, she thought with disgust. They loved their superheroes.

      She loved to see them fall. Normally they had so many weaknesses. They cared about people, had families, vices—all things the Vory could manipulate them with. However, these Saints, as they called themselves, were proving to be a problem.

      “We’re here, ma’am,” her driver said. He leaped out, scurried around the side of the limo, and opened the door for her.

      “You took too long. Spend the next hour crawling around on your belly like the dog you are,” she said.

      He looked at her with a blank expression for a moment before dropping to the ground and pushing himself along the pavement on his stomach.

      She just laughed and walked away. Her command would wear off and leave him remembering his failure. She would change drivers but she’d spent months getting her hooks in this one.

      Once inside the large square building, she headed for the elevators.

      Americans, she thought in disgust again. The City Hall was nothing more than an office building. As if they had no sense of style or history. In Russia, the building would be a work of art, with lavish amenities to remind people of the power and prestige of the office held within.

      However, the Americans loved their equity. Loved the idea of any man or woman taking the highest office in the land. Even if, deep down, they knew it wasn’t true. They were mere serfs to the rich and powerful.

      In most cases, the elected officials were pawns for people like her.

      In most cases, she thought with bitter irony.

      “Sofia, my dear,” Grigor Rasputin said as she entered his office. He has a sense of style, at least, she decided. Expensive art hung on the walls. A massive, dark, oak desk dominated the room, along with a black leather power chair that made sure everyone who entered, knew who was in charge.

      “Grigor, dispense with pleasantries. You know why I’m here,” she said.

      A dark looked passed over his face. “Sofia, you should know I never dispense with the pleasantries…  Vodka?” he asked.

      She shook her head. Drinking wasn’t something she ever, ever did. Not since she was a stupid teenager growing up in Vladivostok.

      “I want to see him, Grigor. Now.”

      He shook his head, pouring himself a glass before returning to his chair. “Don’t,” he said with a warning. “You know I’m immune to your persuasion. It is what makes us such a good team.”

      His ability to block her powers annoyed her to no end. If he didn’t have superpowers that allowed him to nullify hers, she would be in charge, not him.

      “Fine. May I see him, please?” she asked.

      “Of course. He’s in the hospital, though.”

      “Resisting arrest isn’t usual for your men,” she stated.

      “He didn’t quite resist arrest. Whoever killed Victor and his associates scared Petrov so badly that he refused to move. The police accidentally broke his arm trying to get him to put his hands behind his back,” he said with a frown.

      Sofia was taken aback. She raised one blonde eyebrow in response before a slow smile spread across her lips. “Who killed them?” she asked.

      “That is what I want you to find out, my dear. Poor Petrov isn’t talking. Which I encourage in my men, but he isn’t speaking to anyone… at all. I figured he would to you.”

      “Of course he will,” she purred. “All men speak eventually.”

      Grigor let a nasty smile grace his brutal face. “Not all men.”

      As if she needed a reminder of his position… and hers.

      “Very well. I will go immediately and see him.”

      He raised his glass to her. “Good luck.”

      An hour later she walked into the hospital, not feeling at all out of place despite her expensive clothing and jewelry that looked like she belonged at a state event, not a county hospital.

      The room the police had Petrov in was small, the only exit guarded by a uniformed cop who was entirely too young. She brushed by him, convincing his mind she was a nurse who had access. He moved out of the way for her.

      Petrov’s haggard face turned to her when she entered. She had met him once, at a party, and he had seemed like a typically strong, stoic, Russian.

      He didn’t look at all like the man she remembered from the party. His face was clouded with dark shadows. His skin clung to him like death warmed over. After she shook away her surprise, she sat down next to him and put her hand on his. Empathy worked best with touch, and combined with her telepathy, she could persuade virtually anyone of anything, given enough time.

      “Petrov, who did this to you?” she asked in a soft whisper.

      He looked away, staring at the wall.

      Sofia frowned. That wasn’t how things usually went. She gripped his hand tighter and asked again. “Look at me,” she said. His head didn’t budge.

      The Russian woman’s cheeks and ears grew hot. She hated when people ignored her. She used her powers to affect other's emotions, not read them. However, with him turning away from her it would help to know how he felt so she opened the door to his mind.

      And wished to god she could shut it.

      Fear, unlike anything she had ever felt before, flooded through their connection. The images of the dead men, of Victor pinned to the wall, all superimposed over a pair of glowing blue eyes, and then…

      She fell backward out of the chair, hitting the tiled floor with a thud as she fought to scramble away from the woman who was about to kill her.

      Sofia blinked several times, freeing herself of the link. It took powerful emotions to overwhelm her like that, more powerful than normal people felt. Whoever the woman with the glowing blue eyes was, she clearly struck fear into Petrov’s heart.

      And Sofia’s too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Sitting outside the Saints’ HQ wasn’t exactly hiding, but then again I wasn’t worried about anyone seeing me. No one was looking for Madisun Dumas, aka the Wraith. Either I was in jail at the bottom of the UltraMax prison for super-powered criminals, or I was dead. The Internet said both so one must be true.

      The last time I had visited the Saints it was to disarm a bomb ISO-1 had planted. This time it was to see Mach, the team leader. I needed to warn them of the danger, even if there wasn’t anything they could do about it.

      I shifted on the seat of the bike, putting one leg over to lean against the bike. I had sunglasses on and normal clothes. If Mach saw me, he would recognize me.

      The rumble of a sonic disruption echoed through the streets and then I saw him, flying through the air like a living jet.

      His blue and silver costumed form stopped to hover over the center of the building, and he started to lower himself. It was too bright out to shadow-step, so I was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way. Pushing off my bike, I half jogged across the street, waving at the cars as I weaved through traffic.

      Once at the main entrance, I walked through the metal detectors, only to have the alarms blare at me. The four security people in the main room glanced at each other, then me, before reaching for their hi-tech handguns.

      I put my hands up, “I’m here to see Mach. Please tell him Madisun Dumas is waiting,” I said.

      A guard with a mop of brown hair and dark eyes narrowed them at me. “Don’t move,” he said. Picking up the phone he turned and spoke into it.

      I could easily hear him. After all, I had more than enough power to amp my senses, strength, and speed. However, I pretended like I didn’t.

      “He’s coming. Don’t move,” the guard said.

      “I assure you, if I wanted to move, you couldn’t stop me.”

      They all frowned.

      “You don’t have to scare them,” a man’s deep voice said from behind me.

      “For an older guy, you’re pretty quiet,” I said.

      “For a woman who’s supposed to be dead, you’re pretty alive,” Mach said.

      I turned to greet him. He looked exactly the same as last time—tall, broad-shouldered, with silver-flecked hair and grey eyes. Even though he looked to be in his fifties, he was actually much older than that. If I recalled correctly, he had flown fighter jets during Vietnam—which was a long, long time before I was born.

      “It’s okay,” he told the guards. They put away their weapons, nervously glancing about. “Do you want to come in?” he asked.

      It was my turn to be nervous. I really did want to help the Saints not die. They were good people and they did their best to fight crime in the only way they were allowed to. However, I wasn’t on good terms with one of their members.

      I shook my head. “We both know what will happen if Seraph sees me—or even knows I’m here,” I said, chuckling to lighten the mood.

      He grinned back at me with a knowing expression. “Indeed. What brings you here? I imagine you didn’t stop in to assuage an old man’s guilt?”

      I cocked my head to the side, wondering what he meant by that.

      “I came to warn you. I have reason to believe someone is trying to take you out… again.”

      He turned to look behind him and then gestured for me to follow him out onto the street. “Madi, we’re the New Orleans Saints. Someone is always trying to take us out. You know that.”

      “Mach, I’m not here because I have concerns… I don’t work that way and you know it. This is serious.”

      He frowned, nodding. “Sorry. You’re right. What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Better. The mayor is the head of the Russian mob. He uses a superpowered woman who goes by ‘Dreamcatcher’ to control people. She’s a blonde Russian woman with a cold demeanor. Obviously, they can’t control you or the team, but they can everyone else.”

      He looked at me long and hard. I knew what was going through his mind. He was wondering if he could believe me. Or if I had finally succumbed to the corruption of the entity inside.

      “That’s a big assertion—”

      “It’s true,” I said with a shrug. “Regardless of whether you believe it or not.” I turned to look down the street, making sure to check my six every three-to-five seconds.

      “Do you have anything actionable?”

      “You mean like evidence you could use in court?”

      He nodded.

      “No.”

      “He doesn’t believe you,” Spice said. She’d stayed unusually quiet since the bar, and her sudden appearance surprised me.

      I just glanced at her as if to say, “Of course he doesn’t.”

      “I'll look into it,” he said. “At the very least, we can be on guard. If you get anything concrete, let me know before you resolve the situation your way.”

      I looked back at him with an easy smile. “It won’t be resolved unless I do it my way. But,” I said in a rush to stop his forthcoming complaint, “out of courtesy to you, I will. Good enough?”

      “Good enough.” He reached out and took my hand. “I really am glad you’re alive.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      He looked up and blasted off, rocketing into the air with a concussive wave that sent my hair fluttering about me. Despite everything I could do, I still wished I could fly.

      “I don’t suppose you can make me do that?” I asked Spice.

      She was nowhere to be found.
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        * * *

      

      I exhilarated in the fresh air, speeding down the street on my motorcycle. Despite my grisly work, I hadn’t lost my taste for enjoyment. Riding the fast machine down the interstate and north across Lake Pontchartrain was a thrill. Driving motorcycles fast required skill and awareness. Driving faster than the rest of the traffic required even more. While I was in no real danger of death, I still could feel pain… and had on several occasions.

      My phone beeped while I weaved in and out of traffic.

      On cue, that’s Krisan. On the other side of the Lake was the Mayor’s mansion. Why the Mayor got to live in the swankiest area that wasn’t NOLA proper was beyond me. If it were up to me, he’d have to live in the poorest part of town—maybe then he would think twice about driving around in limos.

      I took the first exit after the long causeway and headed west for the aptly named Madisonville. The name of the city the mayor called home brought a smile to my face.

      Once in the city, I pulled off and read Krisan’s message. It was the mayor’s schedule. He wasn’t going to be home for hours, giving me plenty of time to check out his place to find out more about him and the Vory.

      I knew they were dangerous and highly feared in Russia, having spent a little time there chasing down some of ISO-1’s assets with the help of the Full Metal Superhero. However, this wasn’t Russia. American’s didn’t just fold over and cry uncle because someone was scary in some other country.

      Once I had the address memorized, I peeled out back into traffic, revving the bike for all she was worth. I probably should have kept a lower profile, but where was the fun in that?

      The Mayor’s mansion—and it was a mansion—hid behind a copse of trees at the end of a cul de sac, and was surrounded by an eight-foot-tall stone wall topped with a wrought iron fence. It probably had cameras too, not that either would slow me down.

      “Spice, you there?” I asked.

      “Uh-huh,” she said. I turned to look at her. She was dressed almost identical to me, riding her own phantom bike and parked a few feet away.

      I quirked an eyebrow at her. She was acting funny and it was starting to worry me.

      “What’s going on with you?” I asked her.

      She looked away. “Nothing I want to talk about.”

      I sighed. “Fine. As long as you don’t short me on my powers.”

      She shook her head. “I’m well fed. Don’t go fighting any F5s though. I could only regrow a limb right now, not your whole body.”

      I laughed as I slid off the bike, but then it occurred to me she wasn’t joking. When I turned to ask, she was gone… again.

      Something was going on with her. Our relationship was never much of a two-way street: she said dance, I said screw you. We fought until we eventually both got what we wanted. The last few days, though, she was acting distant.

      Was she planning on leaving me? That wasn’t something I wanted to think about. I’d invested my life in this crusade. Without Spice, though, it wouldn’t last long. In the real world, people didn’t come back from what I had come back from.

      The sun was just about down. I walked to the far end of the wall where it turned away from the street and headed into the woods, following it along, confident that Spice would blur any image of me to the cameras. Anyone watching would see a disruption, nothing more. It wasn’t invisibility per se, though, in the dark of night, I could be.

      After walking for a few minutes I found what I was looking for—a tree on the inside of the wall and one on the outside close together. I took three steps and leaped, hitting the wall, pushing off to the tree, then back over the wall onto the opposite tree.

      Hanging there for a few moments, I reached out with my Wraith-powered senses. There were birds, squirrels, the usual life in the trees, and one guard, fifty feet away, walking the perimeter. I waited until he was past, with his back to me, before jumping down. I hit the ground, rolling effortlessly forward to absorb sound and momentum. He didn’t notice.

      The sun dipped to touch the horizon, casting the yard in deep shadows, dark enough for me to use my shadow-step. I did, coming out right behind him and hooking my arm around his neck, squeezing to cut off blood flow to his brain while holding one hand over his mouth to prevent noise. His body went limp and I eased him down.

      A few seconds later I had him zip-tied and his mouth covered with duct tape. Knocking people out wasn’t an exact science—without the proper control, it was more likely to kill someone than to render them unconscious. To keep from killing him I’d had to err on the side of caution. Which meant he would wake up shortly.

      That’s when I noticed what he was carrying.

      “That’s some might impressive firepower,” I whispered. What was more impressive was that I didn’t know what it was.

      I picked it up, hefting the weight. Vaguely shaped like an AR-15 with a straight box magazine, it was new, that was for certain. I dropped the mag and had to stifle a gasp at the ammo. They were big suckers, with no brass case, just a block.

      The side of the rifle read “Textron Systems.” I would have to look that up later. I didn’t want to risk using a gun I didn’t know, though, so I tossed it to the side and kept moving.

      I stopped a dozen feet from the house, taking a knee and focusing my senses on the area around me.

      Nothing.

      I didn’t want to hurt any innocent employees of the city—at least not more than I had to. The best way to avoid that was to avoid surprises.

      The mansion’s stone walls and oddly spaced windows towered six floors above me. There were sure to be alarms on the windows; I needed to avoid those. I doubted the ventilation on the attic would be alarmed.

      I cracked my fingers before running to the wall and leaping up, the pads on my fingertips finding the crevices I needed to pull up. It was a lot easier when I could bench press a thousand pounds than when I didn’t have superhuman strength.

      It took me three minutes to stealthily make my way to the small vent beneath the lip of the roof. It was offset in the stone, clearly put there after the house was constructed. I measured with my hand; it was just big enough that I could shimmy through—if Spice would adjust my size.

      I laced my fingers through the vent and yanked hard. The metal wrenched and ripped out of the wall, sending bits of debris flying.

      “Okay, Spice. Make me a size zero.”

      She did so without speaking to me. The world shimmered for a second and I was… smaller. In the past, she had shown the ability to change me completely, even allowed me to mimic Amelia Lockheart’s appearance and voice for a few hours. Changing me from a size eight to a size zero only took a second. Yes, women’s clothes come in size zeroes. Try to make sense of that.

      Once I was the size of a stick figure, I pulled myself into the attic as quietly as I could. It was a dark, dusty room with no obvious light. Which was perfect for me. I blinked once and my Wraith sight kicked in. Dark shadows turned to pools of light and I could see the room as if it were brightly lit.

      The way out wasn’t immediately obvious, and the floor stretched a good fifty feet, maybe a third of the actual roof. It was a mansion, after all.

      Stepping carefully, I stayed next to the wall to keep the floor from creaking. The last thing I wanted was to go through all this work to break into the place, just to be given away by something as mundane as old floorboards.

      Toward the end, near what would be the rear of the house, I found what I was looking for: a set of stairs folded up into the attic. All I had to do was push down on them and I would be on the sixth floor of the building.

      Detecting no signs of life nearby, I pushed gently down until they descended. I didn’t let the stairs unfold though, since that would make too much noise. Instead, I lay down on my stomach, gripped the edge of the attic, and flipped over, holding onto the floor and unfurling myself until I was hanging off the edge.

      I let go and landed with a light thump, absorbing much of the impact with my knees. There were no shouts of alarm or banging noises as people raced to find me.

      Slipping the earpiece in, I called Krisan.

      “I’m in,” I whispered.

      “Scanning,” she said. “Found it. I’m going in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Krisan slipped through the digital network like a fish swimming through the sea. Ever since she’d met Epic, Lockheart’s AI, navigating the electronic world had become patently easy. No firewall could stop her. No computer security could keep her out.

      The only thing giving her pause these days was encryption. Even then though, it didn’t take much for her to break it. All she needed was an in. Either to be physically in the network, touched by its electronic embrace, or through a medium like the wi-fi on a cell phone.

      Sure, she could look at it as breaking cyber-law, but it wasn’t as if she was doing it for her own gain. As a reporter, she was allowed, albeit in the most unspoken way, to break the law in pursuit of a story that would bring justice.

      At least that’s what she told herself. Since she had always succeeded, she decided she must be right about it.

      The mayor’s wi-fi crumpled before her and she was in the system, activating every computer in standby and searching through their hard drives like one would peruse a file system. Minutes to her were seconds in the real world, her brain operating on digital time as she flew through computer after computer.

      Other than stodgy files on city matters and a few juicy tidbits about hidden budget overages, there was nothing. Nothing about the Russian mafia or any other illegal activities. It left her avatar frowning.

      There has to be something here, she thought. Something she could use to help Madisun.

      She looked around the electronic world and frowned. Something was missing. But what? She called all the files again, this time activating every cell phone tied to the wireless network and sifting through their email.

      “Bingo,” she said. “Madi, fifth floor, east wing. There’s an office there with a hidden computer that isn’t on the network.”
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        * * *

      

      “Then how do you know it’s there?” I asked her in a whisper.

      “Because I’m not just a pretty face, I’m a genius. It’s there. Go,” Krisan said before cutting the link.

      I frowned. I trusted her, for sure. If she said it was there, it was there. But she was still weird.

      Fifth floor, east wing eh… I pictured the exterior of the mansion in my head, figuring where I was in relation, then picked out a path to get there.

      A quick check told me I had at least an hour before the mayor would return—more than enough time and no reason to rush and make a mistake. I tip-toed through the halls, listening as hard as I could with every step. There were six people in the house: two in the kitchen on the first floor making a racket as they cleaned, one person in the master bedroom, I assumed was the mayor’s wife, taking a shower, and three more spread throughout the house, cleaning. I could avoid them all if I was careful. Which I was.

      I made it down to the fifth floor, stayed close to the wall, and beelined it for the east wing. I had one obstacle to pass—the master bedroom. I slipped by, listening for any sign the occupants heard me; there was none.

      At the end of the hall was a large, locked door made out of solid oak. I could probably kick it open, but I didn’t need to.

      I dropped to the floor and could make out the tiniest sliver of shadows on the other side—more than enough.

      Reaching inward I lunged forward. The world froze, an icy cold wave passed through me, and I was on the other side of the door, stepping out of the shadows in a burst of dark blue light.

      “I’m in,” I said.

      Sure enough, there was a computer screen on top of a desk at one end. Next to the computer was a picture of the mayor with a drop-dead gorgeous blonde I recognized from Krisan’s dossier on the Vory. Dream Catcher. They were at a dock with a ship in the background. Picking up the photo I focused on the ship, Piotr the Great. I’d never heard of it, but based on my experience, massive cargo ships were how contraband was moved.

      I rifled through the desk. Failing to find anything of use, I flipped the computer on; it was locked and would need Krisan to hack.

      Something hummed, though, and it wasn’t coming from the room I was in. “Krisan, you hear that?”

      “Yeah. East wall. The office isn’t against the outer wall—there’s another room here, but it isn’t on the blueprints.”

      I pressed my ear to the east wall and I heard it more clearly. The steady hum of electronics vibrated the wall. Running my hands over the seams and crevices, I located something that might be a door. Pushing, I heard a click, and the wall slid open.

      A blast of cold air hit me as the door opened, revealing a server room. Racks and racks of computers plugged into each other. “That’s… a lot of computers,” I said to Krisan.

      “This isn’t on the Internet,” Krisan said over the phone. “Or even on their local network.”

      “What could they do with all these computers running?” I asked.

      “Calculate a moonshot?” she asked. “Just about anything, really.”

      “Great,” I muttered. I moved into the room like an idiot. It should have occurred to me to look for an alarm. Lights flashed in time with a wailing klaxon. Steel shutters fell from the ceiling, cutting off the office door. A moment later, the hiss of compressed air filled the room. Some kind of knockout gas if I had to guess.

      I held my breath, moving to the nearest computer. “What do I do?” I asked Krisan.

      “I can’t do anything if they aren’t networked… pull the hard drives!” she exclaimed.

      I glared at her mentally. “I’m not a nerd, Krisan. How the hell do I do that? Not to mention there’s dozens of computers in here. I won’t have time to get them all.”

      “You don’t need all of them, just one. Grab the nearest box and open it.”

      The racks had six boxes in each section, four sections to a rack, eight racks total. I grabbed the closest one and ripped it out of the housing and threw it to the floor with all my strength. The metal case folded with a crash. I punched through it, tore it open, and grabbed the hard drive from the inside, and ripped it out. “Got it,” I said.

      “Now get out of there. Those alarms just signaled the police and the Saints,” Krisan said.

      The only way out was the way I came in… or through the wall. I moved to the wall, running one hand over it. It wasn’t solid stone, so it should be doable. I heaved back and slammed my fist into it with all my strength.

      The facade exploded out the other side, leaving an arm-sized hole. I used that as leverage and tore my way through until I was outside and running, over the exterior wall, and on my bike within three minutes of the alarm sounding.

      I passed the first cop cars as I turned onto the twenty-two heading back to NOLA.

      “What do you think is on here?” I asked.

      “No idea,” she said.

      “Run a search for that cargo ship, Piotr the Great?” I asked.

      “Done. It’s in port. Drop off the hard drive and I’ll have the exact location for you.”

      “Thanks. Anything else?

      “How much money do you have?” she asked.

      Her non sequitur caught me off guard. “Why?”

      “I’m gonna need to call your gun dealer. It looks like you’re going to war again.”
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        * * *

      

      Sofia smirked as Grigor stormed into the house. She had arrived before him and already assessed the situation.

      Bad. That’s what she would call it. Maybe even “very” bad.

      “It’s clear,” she said as they walked up the stairs side-by-side, “that we aren’t dealing with a superhero.”

      “You think?” he said with a frown. “First Victor’s men, now this. Is it the same person?”

      She shrugged. “You and I are operating with the same scarcity of information.”

      He barged past the uniformed police officers standing outside his official home office and then into the hidden room where the Vory server farm was located.  Sofia followed.

      Worse than the smashed computer and the hole in the wall, was her. Seraph’s pale blonde hair fell in straight waves beside her head and almost blended in with her pale skin and eyes. Her costume was all white leather with buttons up the side. It hid her body behind stiff leather edges, being modest and fashionable at the same time. She practically glowed… No, Sofia realized, she did glow. Sofia imagined the sanctimonious woman striding through the streets, passing judgment on sinners.

      When Sofia and Grigor entered, white wings of light faded as if she were folding them. Standing next to her was Mach, the Saints’ team leader.

      Sofia hid her frustration at the double suppression. Grigor prevented her from using her powers and Seraph couldn’t be affected by them. She wasn’t sure which one she wanted to kill more. Maybe she would flip a coin.

      “Mr. Mayor,” Mach said, crossing the room and holding out his hand.

      Grigor put on the airs of the perfect politician and smiled back, grasping the man’s hand like he was an old friend.

      “Mach, thank you for responding to the call, though I’m a little concerned you are here. Was there a super-person involved?” he asked.

      Mach glanced at Sofia, unnerving her, but she managed to smile back at the older hero. She would look at anyone in the room other than Seraph. She felt the angelic woman’s gaze on her skin and she hated it.

      “We think so, yes,” Mach said. “Officer Humphrey here has looked over the footage, and while we can see something moving around your house, it’s unrecognizable as a person,” he said.

      “That’s correct, sir,” the officer said. His voice only shook a little and he kept looking between Seraph and Sofia while he spoke. “One of your guards was knocked out and tied up, but other than that, we haven’t figured out how they got in. Or why they smashed the one computer and left.”

      Mach glanced to the floor then back to Grigor. “Which brings me to the question of what’s on the computers?” he asked. While he waited for Grigor to respond he glanced at Sofia.

      She turned away, suddenly feeling vulnerable between the superhuman and the angel in the room. Even though she knew Grigor could strip them of their powers, it didn’t help.

      Or could he? The way Seraph’s powers were publicly stated she was immune to any kind of evil influence. The ultimate incorruptible hero.

      “It was her, Mach. I know not why you attempt to hide it,” Seraph said before Grigor answered. “I can smell her evil as if she were awash in trash. It disgusts me.”

      Mach frowned, looking back at Seraph with a severe gaze.

      Sofia was interested, though. She forced herself to turn to the angelic woman and ask, “Who is her?”

      “Seraph, we’ll discuss this later. Right now, I’m more interested in the why than the who,” Mach said.

      “I’m afraid I’m quite the opposite. Who was it?” Grigor asked.

      Seraph looked as if she swallowed something bitter as she spat out a name, “The Wraith. A demon of hell disguised as a woman.”

      Sofia blinked, involuntarily taking a step back from the rage on Seraph’s face. Seraph’s wings and a sword of pure light snapped into existence as if she were going to fight that instant.

      “The Wraith is an urban legend,” one of the cops stated with confidence.

      Mach looked at the officer with a frown. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Who’s The Wraith?” Grigor asked.

      Sofia knew before they said anything. The woman from Petrov’s mind. The killer.

      “I told you,” Seraph snarled. “A demon from hell sent to plague man and feed on their souls.”

      “Still, there’s no evidence,” Mach continued, “that this was her.”

      “I have all the evidence I need,” Seraph said. She turned away from them, stepping through the hole in the wall, her wings of light spreading out as she leaped into the air.

      “She is excitable,” Sofia said in a whisper.

      “She’s passionate about fighting evil,” Mach replied.

      Sofia tuned out the rest of their questions, leaving it for Grigor to figure out. A plan formed fully into her mind. A plan to free herself from Grigor and rid the Vory of the plague of the Saints and the Wraith all at the same time.

      Even if she only achieved two of her goals, well… two out of three ain’t bad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      It was nice to have a mission again. After so long trapped in Nepal, then the time it took me to get home, I was bored.

      Only a month in NOLA and I had bad guys to kill. Deep down, and even on the surface, I had a burning need to bring justice to those who thought they were above it.

      Even those who hid behind it, like the current mayor. I could just kill him, but I’d like something more solid before I moved against him. If there was one lesson I’d learned, it isn’t enough to kill just the soldiers or just the leaders; I needed to kill both. They needed to fear me more than they feared death.

      I dropped off the hard drive with Krisan for her to hack then pointed my bike to the river. Krisan had the address for me and I had a hunch it was worth checking out.

      “I’m hungry,” Spice said from beside me.

      “What’s going on with you?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Feed me first.”

      I narrowed my gaze at her. She was acting weirder and weirder. Ever since the other night at the Russian bar.

      “Fine, but you better spill soon.”

      I revved the engine and floored it, leaving a long line of rubber on the pavement. I knew just where to go. The problem New Orleans had was the same problem every port city had: it was a port city. It was too damn easy to move things in and out over the ocean. The Coast Guard couldn’t be everywhere. There were thousands of miles of coastline to patrol, plus inlets, delta’s, and swampland they couldn’t go into.

      However, I wasn’t the Coast Guard.

      The port was ten minutes from Krisan’s office in Kenner. I used to live there, once upon a time. I didn’t dare go back to the house, though. For one, it was gone, leveled by a developer. Two, there was a small chance someone would recognize me, and I could do without that.

      Thinking of home brought a pang of sorrow to my chest. I had to fight it, forcing it down. There would always be time for wallowing. If I let myself go down that path I would end up at the cemetery sobbing over their graves—assuming I could even find them.

      I turned south and then ran back east, parallel with the Mississippi river, until I saw the tall cranes silhouetted in the night sky.

      Lights blazed around the loading areas. Even in the middle of the night they were busy. Longshoremen ran back and forth from ships and warehouses. Cranes lifted cargo boxes onto container ships, readying them for the short journey downriver to the Gulf of Mexico.

      I parked the bike a mile from the nearest entrance and hoofed it the rest of the way. Once I was there I leaped up and over the fence, hitting the concrete on the other side with a crunch and a roll.

      “What are we doing here?” Spice asked.

      “You said you were hungry. When is the last time we went to a port and didn’t find people doing illegal crap?”

      “You have a point. So you’re not expecting to fight the Vory here?” she asked.

      I pulled up short. “What has you worried—” she was gone before I finished the sentence. “I know you can still hear me, Spice. You’re gonna need to come clean at some point.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Whatever,” I muttered. Opening up my senses, I moved to the cargo containers, listening for the tale-tell sound of people. Every criminal organization in the world dealt in human trafficking. It was lucrative, with little overhead cost. There wasn’t a port in the world that wasn’t complicit. But enough money greased the wheels and people looked the other way.

      I had no wheels to grease.

      There it is, I thought as I heard sniffling, like a child trying not to cry. The port was loud, for sure, but my hearing wasn’t based on my ears, but my powers. I could tune my ears like a radio and I did so, finding the direction and zoning out everything else.

      Then I heard even more. Quiet sobbing, muttering—the sounds of fear. It wasn’t coming from the cargo boxes stacked on the docks, but the ship currently loading. Cranes moved cargo boxes onto the decks while the crew directed from the bridge. I moved around to the stern and caught the name.

      “Piotr the Great.”

      Awesome, this was exactly the ship we were looking for. Whatever the mayor was into, this ship had something to do with it. If he were smuggling people, and from the sounds of it, he was, then it was time to bust this wide open.

      I found a dark place and shadow-stepped to the deck above. I hit the metal with a dull clunk, the sound of my landing hidden by the noise of the work crew.

      Making my way around to the river side of the ship, I pulled the 9mm Beretta from the small of my back. The little PX-Storm was perfect for this kind of work. After attaching the silence, I moved toward the bow, keeping my ears trained on the sound I was following. There were hundreds of cargo containers on the ship, but the sound was coming from only one, all the way at the front, or bow, or whatever they call it on a ship. I stuck to the shadows, only teleporting when I needed to, conserving my energy to make sure when the time came, I had it in me to fight.

      A crash sounded from behind me as someone messed up the loading. Swearing in Russian followed and I used the opportunity to move across half the ship undetected.

      The forward section wasn’t accessible on foot so I climbed up the eight-high stack and ran along the top of it until I was above the container with the people in it. Sure enough, it was deck level, at the very front, and accessible via a hatch leading below decks. Two men in jumpsuits with bizarre-looking SMGs on single-point harness stood guard. I focused on the guns for a moment, letting my vision enhance until I could see them as if I was only a few feet away.

      I didn’t recognize the brand, but they were 9mm and fully automatic. From the way they looked, I guessed they probably had an extremely high rate of fire. Which meant I needed to avoid them using me for target practice.

      Bringing the barrel of my pistol over the edge I aimed carefully and—

      “No, Madi. I want them up close,” Spice said.

      I sighed. She always wanted things the hard way. She would never go for me using a sniper rifle. My thoughts echoed something Joseph once said that I hadn’t understood at the time: “The up-close kill, Madi, that’s for people like you and me.”

      Up close because they “tasted” better for the little demon. I shrugged. So be it. I secured the pistol at my waist and stepped out over the containers, falling the eighty feet to the deck.

      I landed exactly between the two men, bringing my fists down like hammers on their shoulders. The one on the right went down, straight into the deck, unconscious from the blow. The one on the left howled in pain as I broke every bone in his shoulder.

      I spun, kneeing him in the face, causing his head to jerk up, then followed that with a jab to his throat silencing his screams. Turning, I stomped on the other one’s neck, breaking it in between my boot heel and the hard deck.

      Spinning from there I kicked the other guy in the stomach and brought my elbow down on the back of his head, smashing it into the metal deck and ending his life.

      A second later I felt the delicious euphoria hit me. I willed it down, as there was still work to be done. I hated feeling it when she fed, but I had no choice in the matter. I was a killer, but I was bound and determined not to enjoy it—or at least not much.

      I pulled the lock off in a screech of metal and yanked the door open. Sure enough, the container was full of women and children. They could have been from anywhere, but they didn’t look like they were from the states.

      “English?” I asked.

      “A little,” a boy of about nine said.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      “Argentina,” the little boy said.

      “All of you?”

      He nodded. “All of us. We were taken in the night from home and—”

      “Wait, you’re a family?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Mi momma, her sister, my cousins…” he pointed at each person, naming them.

      It worried me. This wasn’t what I expected when I came here. I’d had a feeling and followed it, but usually I’d find a bunch of teenage girls who thought they were boarding a ship to be models, not an entire family.

      “Well,” I said, pointing at all of them, “let’s go. Explain it to them.”

      “Where?” the little boy asked.

      “Not here,” I replied. I turned to the bow and scanned the deck. I didn’t see anyone else, but that didn’t mean it was safe. Whoever the kidnapped family was, they were important and I couldn’t risk them falling into the hands of the police. That would just guarantee they ended up with the Vory again.

      “I said I was hungry. We can’t fight with them in tow.”

      “Spice, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but now isn’t the time.”

      “No, Madi, it is exactly the time. You don’t know what’s coming and—” she froze, like she’d said too much.

      “What’s coming? Who? Talk to me, dammit!” I moved away from the open container to have a bit of privacy while I convinced the demon to talk.

      “I can’t,” she said between gritted teeth. “All I can tell you is we’re not strong enough. We need to be stronger. Stronger than we’ve ever been, Madi, or both of us are dead.”

      Stronger than we’ve ever been? I thought about the strongest we’d become, and that was fighting the alien dogs and killing hundreds of them, each with the equivalent life force of a dozen people.

      I doubted there were enough criminals in all of the city to boost my power levels to such heights again.

      “Spice,” I said as I turned back to her, “unless you know where there is a secret cave of super-powered criminals hiding for me to kill, we might be in trouble.”

      “We can survive trouble, Madi. This is death incarnate.”
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      Sofia approached the building carefully. She couldn’t use her powers, not even unintentionally. She knew that. She also had to keep the conversation focused on the Wraith. As long as she did those two things, she just might live through this meeting.

      It was a testament to how much she hated her current situation that she would even try such a thing. Making a deal with an angel to kill a devil, the irony of the situation wasn’t lost on her.

      Seraph was incorruptible by outside sources. She could never lie to the woman and have it work. Who, though, needed lies when the truth was ever so convenient? And if she could get the angel to corrupt herself…

      A delicious grin of desire spread on her face. Then all the better. The moment she had seen Seraph’s anger, she knew that was her “in.” This was a woman who wanted nothing more than to kill her enemy, and that enemy was Sofia’s enemy.

      “Ms. Brown?” the guard asked.

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “Walk through here and we’ll get you to your appointment,” he said, guiding her through the weapons detector. No alarms sounded and he led her to the elevator. Once inside, the doors closed on their own and the lift took off to the fourth floor.

      Clearly, the system was run by a third party, making sure no one had unauthorized access to the so-called “superheroes.” She tried not to be dismissive of them in her own mind. It was all a game of chess. And no one played chess better than a Russian.

      Following the guard, she fell into character: that of a rich patron looking to have a public lunch with the “Angel of Orleans.” When they reached the correct door, the guard hit the buzzer and it slid open.

      Sofia raised an eyebrow at the spartan interior. No paintings, no carpets—the office was little more than an empty box with a window and a small plain rug. Seraph knelt facing the outside of the building, resting on her heels on the rug, hands together in silent contemplation.

      The guard held one finger to his lips, reminding her to be silent, allowed Sofia to enter, then closed the door behind her.

      She waited, forcing herself to be patient and pleasant as not to alert the woman’s sensitive powers to anything amiss.

      “How may I help you?” Seraph startled her with the suddenness of her question. Her voice was musical, not at all the angry growl of the night before.

      “I was hoping I could arrange a charity brunch for you, me, and a few friends. For the orphans, of course.” Sofia wanted to vomit in her mouth. She sounded so earnest, but it was necessary, and all of it true.

      “Why did you need to speak to me for this? Surely you could arrange this through the Saints’ official charity?”

      Sofia cleared her throat and moved forward, edging to the side to better see the pale woman’s face. This was the tricky part. Every word, every action had to be true. Truth was her only weapon.

      “You… interest me. The way your powers work—your nature if you will. I wanted to meet you in person.”

      Seraph cocked her head to the side, her eyes still closed. There wasn’t a blemish on the woman, her pale skin unbroken by a single mark. Sofia could sense the power in her, though. It was like a coming storm full of barely restrained fury.

      “Yes, I guess you did,” the angel said. She opened her eyes and stood in one swift motion. The robes she wore flashed in the sunlight, re-forming into a white outfit of a loose blouse, pants, and flats.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, Ms. Brown,” she said holding out her hand.

      Sofia took it, resisting the urge to use her power to read the woman.

      “And I, you, Seraph.”
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        * * *

      

      Grigor let out a howl of anger. He wanted to hit something or someone. Thankfully, his office was soundproof and he could make as much noise as he wanted to. He needed that hard drive back. There was no decrypting the rest of the data without it.

      “Sir,” the intercom beeped. “A Mr. Kosov is here.”

      “Let him in,” he said.

      The door opened and Kosov walked in. His demeanor was that of a professional. Someone who looked at other people and saw a piece of lint to be removed. He was Grigor’s top super-powered fixer. In America, they used them sparingly. The authorities came down hard on so-called “supervillains” and the more they used, the better chance they had of drawing the kind of attention they couldn’t survive. It was one thing to flirt with the Saints, but if a group like the Protectors turned their eye on New Orleans, there would be no saving the plan.

      “Have you heard of a superhero called The Wraith?” Grigor asked.

      Kosov was in the process of taking a seat and froze upon hearing the name. “Surely you jest,” he replied.

      Grigor shook his head. “I’m not in a humorous mood, Kosov.”

      “First,” Kosov said, “she’s no superhero. She’s a vigilante. Which is putting it kindly. She’s a killer, Grigor. Cold, calculated, methodical. I hope for your sake she hasn’t set her eyes on you.”

      As angry as Gregor was a moment ago, rage built up in him and he slammed his hands down on the desk. “When we moved to this city, why is it that everyone failed to mention this… this creature!”

      Kosov chuckled, raising Grigor’s frustration even higher.

      “No one told you because everyone thought she was dead. Money is a powerful motivator to keep silent about possible pitfalls. Had you consulted with the West Coast Vory before you unilaterally decided to take control of New Orleans they might have told you about her. Or they might not have. After all, if you go down…”

      Grigor cooled at the thought. It wasn’t like the Vory had any loyalty but to themselves. If he were to fall, then his assets would be absorbed by the rest of the organization, safe and sound, thousands of miles away from any murdering psychopath.

      “Clearly, Kosov, she’s not dead. She’s here in New Orleans and she broke into my office, stole a hard drive, and then went to the port and took the Landsberger family right off the Piotr the Great as if she were some kind of… of…”

      “Wraith?” Kosov suggested.

      “Quite,” he said. Leaning forward on his knuckles he drilled his eyes into Kosov’s face. “I want her dead, Kosov. I want the family back. And I want it done right now!”

      “Why is this family so important? Surely not to sell?” Kosov asked.

      “That’s my business. Get it done.”

      Kosov shrugged. “As you will. It’s going to cost you, though. The Wraith will be difficult to kill, if not impossible.”

      “Cost isn’t an issue, results are. Speedy results.”
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      “Let me get this straight, Enrique. You’re from Argentina, but your last name is Landsberger? Isn’t that German?” I asked over a plate of eggs and bacon. The little one-bedroom apartment I lived in for the moment was somewhat cramped for a dozen people, even if ten of them were children and teens.

      They sure can cook, though. I haven’t had food this good since… mom, I thought as I put a forkful of fluffy eggs in my mouth.

      “My great-grandfather immigrated from Germany at the end of World War II,” Enrique said. “Over the last seventy years, our family has maintained its German heritage while absorbing Argentinian as well.”

      “You speak good for a nine-year-old,” I said.

      “I speak well,” he corrected me with a mischievous smile.

      “Touché,” I said, then shoveled another forkful of fluffy eggs mixed with potatoes, cheese, and oh-so-many sausages. “You know why the Vory wanted you?”

      He shrugged. “I’m nine. What do I know about that stuff?” he asked.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. He seemed smarter than I thought a nine-year-old had a right to be, but then he was also a wisecracker. I could tell.

      “You’re on my watch list, buddy,” I said, holding my fingers to my eyes before rotating them to him. “How about your mom? Aunt? Any of them know?”

      “No, they don’t know,” he said.

      His mom came over with another frying pan full of food.

      “She wants to know if you want more,” he translated for me.

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t possibly eat any more.”

      “I could,” Spice said from beside me. She sat on the chair with her knees up against her chest and her arms wrapped around her shins.

      Ignoring her, I smiled and thanked the mother. She held the pan out to me as if to make sure I was indeed full.

      “She doesn’t know how to thank you, so she cooks. Something she’s very good at,” Enrique said.

      “I’ll say.” I pushed the plate away. Someone was walking toward my front door and I was up in a blur, moving to intercept, pulling the tanto blade from the small of my back. Then her scent hit me and I smiled. It was Krisan.  I opened the door and she walked right in, eyes glued to her cell phone as she started speaking.

      “You’re not going to believe what’s on the drive. I sure didn’t. It’s got to be—” she looked up and noticed the dozen other people in the small apartment. “Uh, you have guests?”

      I don’t think I’d ever seen her shocked before. It was nice. “Kind of. Krisan, this is the Landsberger family. The only one who speaks English is Enrique.” I nodded at the boy. “Landsbergers, this is Krisan Swahili, star reporter and my best friend.”

      “Hello,” Enrique said. The rest of the family waved.

      Krisan waved jerkily back. “Hello little… uh… person,” she said.

      “What did you find?” I asked.

      “What?” she said, still distracted by the dozen new faces.

      “On the hard drive. What did you find?” I repeated.

      “Ooh, that’s the interesting part. I have no idea.”

      I motioned for her to sit down and pointed over at the coffee pot. Enrique’s mom took the hint and brought a cup of coffee to Krisan.

      “Danke,” she said without missing a beat.

      “How do you know they’re German?” I asked.

      “How do you not?” she asked.

      “Whatever. The hard drive?”

      She took a sip of coffee, her eyes going wide as she put it down on the table and slowly pushed it away like it was a bomb.

      ”That’s some strong stuff,” she coughed out. “Despite your best efforts to ruin it, I was able to pull data off of it. I’m that good. The hard drive is full of numbers. At first I thought it was encrypted, but it defied any kind of decryption. Then I thought maybe they were bank account numbers, but nothing. There is a pattern to them in the sense they’re sequential, but I’ll be dammed if I kind find any correlation.”

      That put us back at square one. Part of me hoped that between the hard drive and the family on the ship, maybe there was something I could use to bring down the entire organization. Killing them all was still on the table, but I’d like to do it knowing they wouldn’t just immediately grow back like a bad disease.

      “You could just snag Mr. Mayor and ‘question’ him,” she said with air quotes.

      “You mean torture him?” I asked.

      She looked aghast. “Madi, there are children present!”

      I shook my head again. “Considering I rescued them from a shipping container on the boat we found mentioned in the Mayor’s office, I’m pretty sure they know the kind of danger they’re in.”

      Krisan looked sideways at the attentive nine-year-old then back to me. “Well, yeah, torture him, or someone. They have to know something.”

      “I could, but what if they don’t know anything? Or if they only have a piece of the puzzle. Besides, there’s something else going on that…” I glanced around at the family, not sure I wanted to share this little secret with them. “Spice is nervous about something. She thinks a threat is coming. Something big that I can’t deal with yet.”

      “That’s not exactly what I said,” Spice interjected.

      “The last time she said something similar, Madi, we ended up fighting an angry Greek goddess on the moon before stealing Arsenal’s armor and stepping through a portal to another dimension!”

      Enrique looked at Krisan, then me, and back. “Can I live with you? This sounds like the best life ever.”

      “You would think that—until you get burned, blown up, and disintegrated a few times,” I said.

      “I always bring you back,” Spice said, sticking her tongue out at me. At least she seemed a little more her normal self now that she had hinted at what was going on with her.

      “Oh, now I really want to stay!”

      I ignored him and focused on the problem at hand. “I get it, Krisan, but neither of us knows what’s coming or what the next step is. So what do we do?”

      “If I had more of the hard drives, I could maybe decrypt them all. Whatever computer system they’re using to analyze the numbers can’t be as… EPIC as mine,” she said with an exaggerated wink.

      I sighed and put one hand over my eyes. I couldn’t believe I was friends with this woman.

      “You’re weird,” Enrique said to Krisan.

      “No, I am,” she said. “You’re not.”

      He looked at her then just turned around and went back to his breakfast.

      “I don’t understand half the things that come out of your mouth,” I said.

      “Good. I like to be mysterious.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Okay, the drives. Do you think they still have them in the mansion?”

      She shook her head. “This morning there were trucks parked outside, loading up the computers.”

      I stared at her for a long minute. “You tracked them, right?”

      She pshawed me. “What do I look like? Of course I tracked them. It’s just, they went to three different places and I don’t think the new locations are going to be as easy to crack as the Mayoral house was.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They have lots of guards. Lot’s. And I’m pretty sure some of them have  superpowers.”

      “Really?” I asked, looking over at Spice. The little demon perked right up.

      “Yeah,” she frowned, then a smile came over her. “Oh. She’s here.”

      “Yes, Krisan, she is. I need a map and equipment. Have you got new weapons for me?”

      Krisan just smiled and held out a piece of paper. “Here are the addresses. The first one is your new stash. I think you need to see it.”

      I looked down at the sheet and smiled. It was time to get to work.
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      She picked a helluva place to stash my weapons. I seriously doubted it was a  coincidence, more like she was trying to tell me something, I didn’t appreciate it.

      The mausoleum was empty, apparently bought and paid for but as yet unused. However, according to the sign, behind it was my family’s plot. I stopped fifty feet away, breathing heavily with each step, my chest aching.

      I needed the weapons she’d bought for me… but… I hadn’t thought I would have to see their graves to do it.

      Damn you, Krisan.

      As if she could read my mind, she messaged me.

      

      Krisan: You need this. It weighs on you.

      Me: Mind your own damn business.

      Krisan: I am.

      

      Turning around, I turned off the phone and shoved it in my pocket. I would just make it work with what I had on me and what I could pick up off the dead.

      “You should see them,” Spice said from behind me. Of all the people I expected to hassle me about this, she wasn’t on the list.

      “If I see them, I’ll lose my resolve. We can make do without the weapons,” I said, heading away from the guns and the memories. I had buried it for this long. I could do it longer.

      

      An hour later, with my cell phone off, I crouched at the edge of a roof on Bayou road, far southwest of the city. Laid out before me was an abandoned mall with way too many cars parked for the middle of the night. Krisan didn’t tell me if the locations were in any specific order; hitting the list top to bottom seemed like the best idea.

      There were about a dozen guards littered throughout the parking lot, all with the crazy-looking SMGs slung over their shoulders. My eyes immediately adjusted to the light and I could see there were more than just the guards. In the eaves of the mall, they had snipers posted; from the glint of the moonlight on their scopes, they had to be using night vision.

      The moment I made an appearance they would pop me. Not that it would kill me, but it would end up using a lot more energy in the process. And if what Spice told me was true, I was soon going to need every ounce of spare power at my disposal.

      Which meant I had to rely on my skill and as little of Spice as possible.

      I slunk back from the edge and made my way to the far side of the roof, leaping down and into a roll. I was up in a second, crouched and holding still to make sure I hadn’t alerted anyone.

      There were a number of obstacles I could use to keep something between the snipers and me, or I could… I focused on the roof, stepped forward and… nothing happened.

      “Dammit, Spice, it would make things faster if you let me.”

      “No. We need to conserve,” she said from behind.

      “Fine, I muttered. I pulled both my knives from the spots on my shins and stayed low as I worked my way to a car parked on the edge of the lot. The nearest guard was too far to throw, and I couldn’t go out into the kill box or I would take too much damage.

      Maybe I could draw him in a little closer. I picked up a scattering of pebbles and tossed them over the car, making sure my feet were behind the tire so he couldn’t look under the carriage and see me.

      His radio squawked. “Bard, there’s movement by the yellow sedan. Check it out.”

      “Roger,” he replied.

      Holding my arm up and cocked like a gun, I listened as he stepped closer— his head appeared and I threw the knife. It twirled end over end, the blade hitting him the eye and sinking into his brain with a dull squishy thud.

      I leaped up, grabbing his weapon and yanking him forward while holding him up. Slowly, I brought him down to the ground, making sure he didn’t fall or jerk. With speed born of a desire to not be riddled full of bullets, I unbuttoned his coat, slipped it on, and pulled his hat over my head.

      With his gun and radio in hand, I stood up with the weapon shouldered, backing away from my position.

      “What was it, Bard?” the voice on the radio said.

      “Just a cat,” I muttered.

      “Roger, return to position.”

      I walked backward, turning from side to side, looking around to make sure I was clear. Hopefully, Bard was a professional and not prone to turning his back on a threat.

      Each guard was about fifty feet from the mall, and about the same distance from each other, with me on one end. I sighed with relief and turned the radio off. So far so good.

      “Spice, I whispered.”

      She appeared in front of me, dressed like a ninja except it looked like a cheap Halloween costume, not an actual ninja. I had to stop for a moment and shake my head.

      “What?”

      “Can you tell me if the snipers are watching us or the perimeter?” I asked her.

      “One sec,” she said as she darted past me. I don’t know why she did the things she did. Being a horrific alien from another dimension, whose true form was the stuff of nightmares, made her a bit difficult to understand.

      I’ve also seen her look through walls and know things I couldn’t. Her pretending to be a ninja and climbing up the walls was either just to mess with me or because she was bored. I really didn’t know what the hell she was up to half the time.

      “You’re clear. They’re focused a hundred feet out, scanning back and forth. I don’t think they’re that good, though, so…” she said with a shrug.

      “Understood.” I decided to test my theory and took one step to the left. When no one called on the radio, I took another, then a third. Nothing. A smile spread on my face as I remembered something Joseph told me once.

      “A running man can slit a thousand throats in the night.”

      So I ran. Halfway to the closest guard, I unsheathed my six-inch tanto blade and held it out behind me in a reverse grip. Even with all my training and skill, I could only be so quiet while running. He noticed—just not in time. The black blade slashed out, cutting his jugular and silencing him. I was almost to the next guy when I heard the thump of the body hitting the ground behind me.

      The one in front of me turned and I threw the blade. It twirled end over end to slam into his throat. I grabbed it and spun, jerking it out of his throat and sending him whirling.

      Three down, nine to go. I was off running again.

      “I think they’re onto you,” Spice said.

      She wasn’t wrong. I was ten feet from my next kill when I heard the crack of a gun. Pavement exploded behind me. He wasn’t leading me far enough but he would fix that on the next shot. I counted to three then skidded to a halt. The ground exploded in front of me then I was running again.

      Number four caught on and was halfway through a turn when I heaved my knife at him. He was a little outside optimum range; the blade hit him in the chest and stuck, but he must have had body armor on because he only took a step back.

      I pushed hard, straining to close the distance before he got a shot off. I made it, grabbing the barrel of his gun just as he fired. I yanked it forward, turned, and placed him between the sniper and me. The next shot hit number four square in the back. The body armor stopped the bullet from fully passing through to me, but it was enough to kill him.

      I unhooked the SMG and took a knee. Aiming carefully at the sniper, I fired. The scream of pain told me I hit but didn’t kill him.

      Number Five opened up, but the short-barreled fully automatic SMGs weren’t great at over fifty feet and the ground around me exploded as he aimed too low. One bullet hit my arm, taking a chunk of flesh with it.

      I snagged the second SMG from number four and started running toward five. The rest of them had caught on and they were running for cover. I held the guns out and sprayed a hundred rounds downrange. Volume makes up for a lot of deficiencies; half of the remaining guards went down, leaving me just four to deal with.

      I dropped one SMG and hefted the second up with both hands by the barrel and heaved it at the next guy. He lifted his gun to deflect it and I was on him. My second knife found the spot just above the hip where his armor didn’t cover and severed his psoas muscle. He screamed and I elbowed him in the throat. Spinning him around, I used him as a shield while I manhandled the gun from him and returned fire on the others, dropping two more before the hyperactive SMG ran out of bullets. Seriously, what is the point of a gun that burns through ammo so fast you can’t even burst fire?

      That left just one unlucky man who was having trouble reloading. I tossed the dead guy away from me and hauled butt to the last one. I wasn’t even out of breath when I got to him.

      He looked up, abandoned his attempts to reload the SMG, and went for a pistol. I swatted it aside, stiff handed his throat, and followed through by palming his face and slamming the back of his head into the pavement.

      I rolled forward, picked up his discarded pistol—a Russian MP-44—aimed, and fired three rounds at the remaining sniper.

      “Good shot,” Spice said.

      “Thanks,” I replied.

      “Just not good enough.”

      Pain burned through me and I looked down; two bloodstains marked my shirt, one in the center of my chest and the other over my lung. They hurt like hell, but the pain subsided and the wound closed after a moment.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She grumbled something about wasting energy. I took off again, running for the doors to the mall. The element of surprise was lost, but I figured if they had this many people on the outside, there couldn’t be a lot more on the inside.

      Boy, was I wrong.
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      Kosov leaped up from his bed as soon as the phone rang. He knew who it was—he had the ring-tones set up by caller. Grigor wanted the Wraith dead, and the Wraith clearly wanted the data on the hard drives. She was resourceful and had some kind of sixth sense for finding things people didn’t want found. Therefore, he concluded, it would be far easier to let her find him than to scour an unknown city for a woman who didn’t want to be found—and by all accounts could vanish at will.

      And find him she did. He was out the door and in his Corvette before the third ring died.  “Go for Kosov,” he said as he attached the phone to the car.

      “She’s here,” a voice said.

      “Why else would you be calling, moron? Of course she’s there. Is she inside yet?”

      Gunfire, screams, and breaking glass answered for him. The line died and Kosov hit the gas, burning rubber on his cherry red racer. He was five minutes away, and if he could make it in time, he could end her.
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        * * *

      

      I ducked behind a concession counter, firing the stolen pistol blindly over the edge to keep them down. Bullets ripped through the faux wooden counter around me, turning plastic into skin-slicing shrapnel. This sort of thing was a lot easier when I could teleport.

      “You need to move. I think one of them has a grenade launcher.” Spice sat on the top of the counter, now in a schoolgirl uniform, sucking on a lollipop.

      “I hate you,” I muttered.

      “This is the most fun I’ve had in months, Madi. Maybe not using your abilities is just what you need to refocus on what’s important.”

      For Spice, that meant I needed to kill more and think less. If it were up to her, I’d just kill everyone I met, all day long, every day. She knew that was never going to happen. Not ever. There were, though, plenty of bad guys to mow down.

      “They’re reloading,” she said.

      I jumped up, one hand on the counter as I went over and fired with the other. Two of them dropped, mags in hand as they were trying to reload. A third finished loading his grenade launcher but I was faster and brought the pistol into line and pulled the trigger, only to hear it click.

      He looked at me and fired. I reacted instantly, throwing the pistol as hard as I could. The metal gun slammed into the rotating 40mm grenade a few feet from the barrel of the launcher. It didn’t detonate—the grenades had to go a minimum distance before they armed. It wouldn’t do a soldier any good to kill himself with his own weapon.

      The grenade deflected into the floor then bounced up into the air and exploded on impact with the ceiling.

      I ran with everything I had, pumping my legs like mad to close the distance. He was too busy watching the grenade explode and didn’t refocus in time. I hit him like a Mac truck, caving in his chest and rolling over him, pinwheeling him upside down into the wall with a crack that spider-webbed the cement column he hit.

      I picked up his AK-47, glad to have a gun I recognized. Grabbing a mag from his belt, I jammed it in then took a second and scrounged a pair of HE grenades from his body and loaded one in the launcher. The other I slipped into my jacket.

      Bullets shattered the tile around me. Pain spiked through my thigh as one hit me, splattering blood against the wall.

      “I got her,” someone yelled. I pointed the launcher in his direction and fired. The dull thump echoed through the mall, followed a half-second later by the grenade exploding in Lucky Shot’s face.
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        * * *

      

      Kosov’s car screeched to a halt outside the old mall. Gunfire and explosions split the night as he leaped out and ran for the main entrance, revving up his powers. His form shimmered and a suit of black armor warped into existence around him and an energy blade snapped from his hands. He followed the screams of the dying until he was in the food court.

      The woman he presumed was the Wraith held the last man by the throat, three feet off the ground, choking the life out of him with one bare hand while the other held an AK with a grenade launcher.

      What surprised Kosov was that she bled. From the stories he’d heard, he would have thought she was indestructible. Maybe she wasn’t as powerful as he was led to believe? Perhaps she was more dangerous in myth than in person… Of course, the two dozen bodies of stabbed, shot, and exploded men in the mall spoke to something else entirely.

      The man she held expired and she tossed him aside.

      Kosov charged at her. His armored form both silent and invisible as he moved. She would never know what hit her until her head was severed from her body.
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        * * *

      

      I grunted and tossed the last guy down, my whole body wracked with pain from the gunshot wounds, not to mention the shrapnel and numerous small bleeding cuts. Spice wasn’t healing me as quick as usual. I imagined her excuse was “to conserve energy.”

      I cracked my neck to release the tension. Something caught my attention; acting on instinct I brought the rifle up and jammed it straight out, hitting something hard, and fired.

      A man in a black suit of armor appeared with some kind of energy sword. He flew backward through the air to land on his backside. The sword vanished when he hit the ground.

      “How the hell did you see me?” he swore, shaking his head and holding one hand to his face.

      “I didn’t. Your eyes deceive you, don’t trust them,” I said.

      “What is that? Some kind of monk wisdom?”

      “No,” I said as I pointed the gun at his head. “Obi-wan Kenobi.” I fired. The AK clattered as the bullets roared out of the barrel.

      I was hoping they would finish the job but he brought up one arm and the bullets deflected off of some kind of invisible shield. He rolled to the side, regaining his feet. I continued to fire but it became apparent he didn’t need the shield. The bullets sparked off his armor, ricocheting around.

      He charged at me. I stepped back, dropping the spent mag to reload when he kicked the weapon out of my hands.

      Bringing his hand up, his sword crackled to life, glowing with power as he swung it at me.

      “Let me guess,” I said with an exhausted sigh. “Invulnerable armor and an energy sword that can cut metal?”

      He paused his advance, looking at his sword then me. “How do you know?”

      “Been there, done that, bought the t-shirt. Listen. I’m going to give you this one chance to get out of town. Only because I’m exhausted from killing your—” I had to count in my head for a second, “—twenty-four—” I turned and snapped off a shot to the head of another guard who was sneaking up on me “—twenty-five friends. This is your lucky day. Go. Tell people to be afraid of the Wraith. Never return.” My heart wasn’t in the speech. I was that tired. Damn Spice and the games she was playing. I had just fed her twenty-five lives and she couldn’t be bothered to give me some of that energy?

      “Does that ever work?” he asked as he swished his sword back and forth.

      “I admit, I’m usually quite a bit more impressive when I say it.” I glanced down at my bleeding arms and unsteady legs.

      He leaped forward, sword out. I dodged to the side, spinning and throwing a knife at him. The carbon tungsten blade bounced off the black armor he was encased in.

      Damn, I thought. What I wouldn’t give for some C4.

      I leaped back as he lunged at me again, trying for an easy kill. I didn’t really have anything to puncture his armor with—I didn’t even know if anything could. I got lucky with the first shot, hitting him on the face plate.

      He slashed again. I could see a smile on his face. He was toying with me, confident he could take me whenever he wanted.

      “Spice,” I said.

      “Nope,” was her reply.

      “Who’s Spice,” he said slashing again. I leaped back, an idea forming in my head.

      “An imaginary friend who likes it when I kill people up close and personal like.” He paused at that, and I took another step back.

      “You’re crazy,” he said. His smile vanished and the look of a killer came over him. He may have started out playing, but he turned serious in a hurry. Maybe he thought it wasn’t a challenge to kill a crazy woman.

      “Come get some,” I said with a “come here” gesture.

      He charged forward, I leaped back. He slashed and charged again, I repeated.

      One more time.

      He lunged forward, slashing at me. Instead of leaping back, I reversed my direction, turning sideways and shuffling toward him. He tried to halt his momentum but he was too far along. I brought my hand down like a knife on his elbow while grabbing his wrist with my other hand and driving his sword up then back down on his head.

      The blade hissed as it cut through the helmet, then he screamed as it sliced through his skull. His death throes jerked him out of my hands and he stumbled backward until he fell dead, flat on his back.

      The armor blinked out of existence as did the sword. Metal clinked and the blade’s handle, not unlike a cylinder covered in runes, fell to the floor and rolled to a stop at my feet.

      I wasn’t one for souvenirs, but what the hell? Maybe I could find a use for it. I picked it up and slipped the eight-inch energy sword into my pocket.

      All that was left was to find the computers. Limping, I made my way to the center of the abandoned mall. Empty storefronts that once held all kinds of fashionable junk were now filled with actual junk. I listened carefully until I heard what I was looking for: the hum of computers.

      What used to be a kid-themed pizza place with a giant mouse mascot had two racks of servers humming along. Eight computers total. Teetering on the edge of passing out, I limped into the room, fervently wishing Spice would heal me, or at the very least, pep me up. I would just have to get the hard drive the old-fashioned way.

      Standing in front of the server rack, I realized I had no idea how to dismantle it. Instead, I grabbed the first box, ripped it off the rack, and smashed it on the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      Grigor frowned at the number of unread messages on his phone. He’d sent Kosov a dozen at least. The man’s fastidiousness was legendary—he was incapable of not replying to a message.

      Unless, of course, he was dead.

      Grigor called the other men, one by one, trying to get anyone at site one to answer. No one did. He mulled over his options. He could send in the police—they wouldn’t find anything to trace it back to him—or he could call in his backup hit squad. Though he was sure Kosov was enough. The man had hundreds of hits under his belt and with his armor was invulnerable. How could anyone kill him?

      Yet he wasn’t answering his phone.

      Kosov reached for his phone just as it rang. He stared at it for a long second before answering. “Mayor Rasputin,” he said.

      “Your honor, this is Captain Elba, third precinct, major crimes. I wanted to call and inform you of an incident before the news media broke the story, because sir, this is going to be bad.”

      Grigor swallowed hard. No. There was no way anyone could trace any of it back to him. The worst part, though, was not the possibility of going to jail, but the loss of the treasure trove he knew was on those hard drives if only his people could decrypt them in peace.

      “Go ahead,” he said.

      “Well sir, someone shot the hell out of the old Circle Place Mall. I mean, they really went to town on it. When we got inside though, that’s when it got bad. I’m sending you a picture on your phone. I hope you have a strong stomach.”

      The images came through and Grigor barely avoided spitting his expensive vodka all over his plush carpet.

      She hadn’t killed them—she’d slaughtered them like animals then strung them up to display their failure for the world to see. The last image, though, sent icy cold fear through his heart.

      Kosov, with his head split and burned down the middle.

      For the first time in his life, Grigor was thinking about running away. As fast and as far as he could.
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        * * *

      

      Krisan grinned like a madwoman as I dropped the pile of hard drives in front of her.

      “I hope you’re happy,” I muttered as I walked past.

      “Not until you are,” she said.

      “I need those guns, Krisan. Get them,” I said, then slammed the door behind me and froze. My bedroom was full of Landsbergers. I didn’t have the heart to kick them out so I turned around and went back into the living room. Krisan already had the drives plugged in and her eyes were closed as she used her powers on them.

      The couch was taken by Enrique and one of his sisters, whose name I couldn’t remember. I sighed, plopped myself down in the corner, leaned my head against the wall, and I was out.
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        * * *

      

      Krisan ignored the anger emanating from Madi. She would understand, eventually. It wasn’t good to keep things bottled up the way she was. They had endured so much together—had literally died together.

      When they were on the moon and Krisan had taken Amelia Lockheart’s armor and wrapped it around Madi, she thought they were going to die together. They had leaped into the dimensional portal and fought the aliens with everything they had. When the suit exploded, Madi was thrown back to Earth to land in Nepal and Krisan had simply woken up on her couch, stiff and sore from a few days of using her powers… not to mention she had to rush to the bathroom.

      Not like Madi, who’d crashed into the side of a glacier and spent months frozen there before she made her way out. Of course, Krisan never doubted for one instant that her friend was alive.

      Madi came along and changed her life. Giving her a purpose, making her feel useful. Allowing her to use her powers for something good. It wasn’t like she could suit up with a superhero team and run off and fight crime. She was a glorified hacker; it was literally the only job where her powers could do some good.

      Then, just like that, she was alone again. Then she and Roy happened. It started off as two friends grieving a third—until it wasn’t. Part of her regretted not stopping—like she couldn’t be trusted.

      The only thing Roy and her had in common was their shared love of Madi. She couldn’t help but fall for the guy. Even if she knew deep down Madi had lived.

      She shook her head. Madi didn’t care, so why should she? Madisun Dumas didn’t really exist anymore; she’d run headlong, deep into the Wraith persona. It wasn’t like she was secretly planning her wedding or picking out bedspreads for when they lived together.

      Madi had no future with Roy or any other man… ever. It wasn’t what Madi wanted or even needed. But Krisan wanted so much more out of life. A boyfriend for one, maybe a husband again for two. Maybe even Roy.

      Her mind raced inside the digital domain that was the hard drives. Millions of numbers flashed by her, each one representing something… she just didn’t know what.

      For what felt like hours she fought the electronic fight. Running every cipher she could think of and some she made up on the spot.

      Nothing, she thought with frustration.

      She sank into the digital world, focused her mind, and reached out to him. “Epic?” she asked.

      “Hello, Krisan. It’s good to see you,” Epic said.

      She jumped. Even though she knew he would come almost immediately, the ease with which he did it still surprised her.

      “It’s good to see you. I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch, I just—”

      He held up his hand to stop her. In the digital world, he looked and sounded like a popular actor who specialized in street racing and brutal sci-fi movies. Even down to his shaved head and gravelly voice. Why Amelia had chosen such a model for her AI was beyond Krisan. He was distracting as hell.

      “Krisan, you are reacting to a perceived notion that I have feelings that can be hurt. I do not and cannot. You are a remarkable woman. I care about your future and I believe you have much to offer this world. I wish you nothing but happiness and joy. And, if you ever need me, I am here for you—as long as it doesn’t conflict with what Amelia needs,” he said.

      Her mood instantly brightened by the strong words of the artificial intelligence. “Thank you, Epic. I just feel selfish for not calling you for months then calling because I can’t figure out a puzzle.”

      He looked around, his pale purple glowing eyes taking in the vast numbers. “Do you want my help solving it, or do you want someone to bounce ideas off?” he asked.

      She cocked her head to the side, smiling at him. “You know exactly what I need. Okay, I’m trying to figure out what these numbers are. They’re sequential and all but I just can’t seem to decrypt them.”

      He turned a full circle, looking at the vast array of numbers. Krisan felt as if he gave his full attention to each number, searching through every database known to man.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      “Yes, but nothing useful. Is this all the data?”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s only about a quarter of what we found. The Russian Vory are running it through decryption programs but they haven’t had any more luck than I have. I thought for sure I could figure it out before them.”

      Epic paused for a moment, looking at the last string of numbers. Then his head twitched as a new window opened.

      As fast as Krisan was, she couldn’t follow the string of images, data, and numbers he ran through in mere milliseconds. More data than she could hope to scroll through in a year of her fastest pace.

      The window abruptly closed.

      “Did you find something?” she asked.

      “No. Nothing relevant. I’m afraid I have to go now. Keep looking, Krisan. I’m sure you will succeed.”

      He vanished as abruptly as he’d appeared. Krisan couldn’t shake the feeling the AI had just lied to her, but he couldn’t lie. Could he?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      Sofia smiled at her new friend as they shared lunch at the Bistro on Second.

      “Is this what you were hoping for?” Seraph asked.

      Sofia nodded in the direction of the photographers. “Yes, of course. Though to be honest, you don’t look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

      “Because I am not. There is great evil afoot in this city, Ms. Brown. While I sit here, it flourishes. It seeps into every crack and its very presence is an affront to me.”

      If you only knew, Sofia allowed herself the single bad thought. “What is this evil you speak of?” she asked, innocently enough.

      “The Wraith. A wicked woman who murders everyone she decides is evil. She is judge, jury, and executioner. But it is worse than that—she is no mere vigilante.”

      Sofia had guessed the woman’s anger from the night before, but the venom she spoke with made the previous outburst pale in comparison. “How so?” she said, egging her on.

      “She’s a demon from hell, living in the shell of a dead woman and feeding on the souls of those who die. Instead of passing to their immortal judgment, they are devoured—destroyed to power another's life.”

      Sofia didn’t have to fake her sudden shock. It was real. She had, of course, read up on the Wraith once she realized the problem, but nowhere in the public records did it say anything about feeding on the souls of the dead. Of course, “soul” was a religious, superstitious belief, but there was certainly energy in the body. Perhaps that is what she meant.

      “Like a vampire?” Sofia asked.

      “Yes. I once came close to killing it, freeing the dead woman’s soul to go onto her eternal judgment, but it managed to stop me. Next time, though, it will not.”

      “How will you find her?” Sofia asked.

      “Find her?” Seraph asked. “What do you mean?”

      “If she’s such a threat, and I believe you when you say she is, then you should be looking for her, yes?”

      Seraph’s eyes widened as if it had not occurred to her that she could search for the Wraith. She bolted up from her seat. “I must go,” she said suddenly. Wings of light flared to life from her back and she leaped into the air.

      As she flapped her wings, Sofia noticed the tiniest bit of darkness around the edges. Maybe it was her imagination, but she doubted it. Perhaps no one had ever told Seraph that wroth was one of the seven deadly sins.
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        * * *

      

      Two days into recovering from the fight with the energy knight and two dozen of his closest friends, I finally made it to the second computer location. They hadn’t moved them again, probably worried they would lose time on their decryption to tear down and set back up somewhere else.

      Which struck me as odd. Or maybe not. If Krisan couldn’t crack whatever code they had stored on them, and Epic couldn’t crack it, then there might not be any cracking it at all. However, moving them over and over again would slow the process.

      Perhaps they wouldn’t want to do that and risk delaying the results any longer. Regardless, here they are, and here I am.

      Of course, I’m without the weapons I need because my partner was acting like a little bi— I choked off that line of thinking. Krisan was a lot of things, but mean she wasn’t. Not a single bone in her body.

      In the meantime, I’d just make do with the HK 9mm pistol I had stashed at home and a pump shotgun that I couldn’t silence.

      Here I was, at an abandoned school, with probably twenty guards arrayed around the outside. And to make it worse, the moon was full, lighting the place up. I was crouched behind a playground slide, cradling the shotgun like it was my best friend, trying to figure how to get closer under the brilliant moonlight.

      I could almost hear Krisan chiding me, telling me it was all my fault. And it kind of was. All I had to do to get all the weapons I needed was to go visit the graves of my family.

      I wasn’t ready for that. Fighting unarmed was a better option than opening myself to that kind of pain.

      “I don’t think that’s what you’re worried about,” Spice said from the slide next to me. She sat in it as if she were stopped halfway down.

      “How do you know what I’m worried about,” I asked her in a whisper.

      “Near immortal being who’s gone down this road with a hundred hosts,” she said with a cock to her head like she was adding “Duh” to the end of her statement.

      Sometimes she was so like my Sara it hurt.

      “Fine. What am I afraid of then, oh mighty and knowledgeable one?”

      Spice turned, resting her legs over the side and leaned on them, folding her arms.

      “You’re afraid that if you let go of your grief, your commitment to the cause will go with it. Then you will have nothing left of your family AND you won’t have me. You’ll be truly alone.”

      I couldn’t have been more stunned if she’d slapped me across the face. Was she right? Was I afraid of losing my drive? Of losing my purpose? Things had, in a sense, gotten easier in my life. I was focused, sharp like a knife, and killing was… well, not fun, but easy. No, that wasn’t quite right.

      It wasn’t easy, and the pain wasn’t fun, but it was… satisfying. That was the right word. Bringing justice to these rat bastards was supremely satisfying.

      “What would you do if you didn’t have this?” Spice asked.

      “I told you. If I ever quit I will find someone to replace me, someone with the same commitment to a cause as me, and I meant it but… I don’t want to quit. I. Like. Doing. This.” I had never admitted those feelings to myself. Never wanted to like what I did. I saw it as a necessary evil to do the greater good. Could I do good by killing?

      I closed my eyes for a moment and I could see the faces of every person I had killed… but they blurred out, replaced by crystal clear images of all the people I had saved. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands. I lost track.

      “Are you doing that?” I asked Spice.

      “What are friends for,” she said.

      “I wish I could hug you,” I said.

      “Don’t get all misty-eyed on me now. I’m hungry and we got people to kill.”

      “…And she’s back,” I said with a grin.

      Okay, crisis over, time to get to work. Twenty guards armed with fully automatic weapons, plus snipers…

      Round two. Fight.

      I leaped out of my hiding spot, running as fast as I could. The first one turned as my feet hit the gravel. I wasn’t going for stealth this time; it was all shock and awe. Maybe there would be less “Madi getting shot.”

      The shotgun roared, spitting out twelve-gauge buckshot, catching him in the neck and chest. His armor stopped half the pellets but the rest tore through his throat. He fell to the ground, one hand wrapped around the bloody hole as he struggled to breathe.

      I bashed him in the head as I passed. I would’ve grabbed his gun, but he had it slung to his body. I kicked off the teeter-totter, leaped in the air, and threw my shotgun at number two. He fumbled to block it when I came down on him, kicking his legs out from beneath him and shooting him in the face with the 9mm.

      I took the knife he had handily strapped to his chest and cut the strap holding the Textron industries rifle I had seen earlier—I didn’t have any rifle options of my own. Ditching my pistol, I rolled sideways as several of the guards opened up on my position.

      Dirt, rocks, and plastic exploded around me, sending shrapnel flying. I shouldered the rifle, centered the target, and squeezed the trigger. It barked, but its kick was nearly non-existent. The guy went down in a spray of blood as I hit him dead center in the face. Then I was up again, desperately trying to stay ahead of the return fire while running for the big double doors that guarded the school's main entrance.

      I hit the doors in the center, snapping the chain and rolling through. Stopping myself, I dove to the side, not an instant too soon. More bullets whizzed through the air where I had stood a second before. They certainly weren’t shy about the ammo or the noise. I guess it helped to have the law on their side.

      Standing next to the door with the rifle shouldered and aiming at head level, I watched the first one come in. I held fire. When the second one appeared I squeezed off a round, putting it through the side of his head. Swiveling, I shot the next one in the back and a second time in the head.

      Then I was running again. Bullets tore through the wall where I had hidden. These rounds were big enough that normal cover was really only concealment, not protection. I needed to remember that and use it…

      I flicked the selector switch to full auto, spun, slid to a knee, and fired back the way I came, holding a steady, waist-high line of fire horizontally across the wall until my gun’s bolt locked back. I tossed it and ran for the bleachers, taking them three at a time. The squelch of rubber on the gym floor told me they were near. I dove over the edge as more bullets blasted through the bleachers above.

      I hit the gym floor with a thump, rolling onto my back and groaning. All I had left was a knife, and I was going up against rifles.

      Oh, joy.

      I flipped over, getting to my feet and charging parallel to the bleachers, popping out right in front of a startled guard who was unfortunate to have his rifle pointed in the wrong direction. I ducked his twist, then came up on the opposite side of his weapon and slashed the knife through the sling and the side of his neck.

      He gurgled, dropping his weapon to hold his neck, even though the wound wasn’t remotely fatal. I grabbed the rifle, flipping the barrel at him, and fired it upside down, catching him in the thigh. He fell, screaming.

      Spinning and taking a knee at the same time, I fired the rifle from the hip, dropping the next guy in line.

      Exhaustion was catching up with me, but there were more people to kill. I had to use the rifle as a cane to stand up, putting the barrel on the floor and hobbling toward the far exit.

      For me, it wasn’t dark, but it was dark enough that the next guy missed the kill shot when he fired. The round tore through my shoulder, spinning me sideways and through the door I was heading for. I wasn’t able to stop my fall and I landed hard on the floor. “Ow,” I said.

      “You need to get up,” Spice said from above me.

      “You think,” I muttered as I rolled over, trying to make my arm support me. “A little help?”

      “I’m sorry, Madi, I can’t. You have to get through this. If not, we might not have enough power to survive the larger threat.”

      I muttered something unkind as I pulled myself up to a sitting position and managed to push off the floor, sliding up the wall until I was standing.

      With one arm, I held out the rifle. The next guy came around the corner and I pulled the trigger. The round blasted through his armor and out his back, killing him instantly.

      “Never say die, Madi. You can do it,” Spice cheered me on.

      I gave her my best “are you out of your freaking mind” glare and used the wall to hobble toward the door.

      “I’m really starting to think retirement is the way to go,” I muttered. I limped forward, heading for the hum of computers and trying desperately to block out the pain.
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        * * *

      

      Flying had always made Rachel happy, even before her powers gave her wings as a child. That fateful day when her parent's plane had gone down, it had taken the thing she loved the most and turned it into a constant reminder of her failure to save them.

      As she soared above her home, Seraph imagined a world without evil. A world where creatures like Madisun Dumas weren’t tolerated. Justice had to be served, and if no one else was willing to do it, then Rachel Springfield would.

      She spread her wings, catching the evening breeze, lifting her higher and higher into the sky.  From up there she could see the lights blinking on the oil rigs in the gulf and all the way to the north across Lake Maurepas to the west. For a moment, she let go of the anger in her heart and rejoiced at the feeling of flying, of sailing in the sky.

      Gunfire shattered her illusion of peace. Eyes narrowing, she looked down at the city and saw brief sparks of light when the weapons discharged, followed a few seconds later by the crack of an explosion.

      Furious, both at the interruption of her private moment and the blatant disregard for the law, she folded her wings in and accelerated toward the earth. Light coalesced around her, turning her costume into gleaming silver plate armor. Sparkling light, like fire, left a trail behind her.

      The air screamed as she dove toward the gunfire. She spread her wings wide at the last second, slowing her descent and bathing the area with light. Fire danced around her as she stood, eyes piercing the shadow, looking for those that would do evil.

      Bullets sparked off her armor and she spun, reaching out with her hand, shooting fire at the fool. It wasn’t a flame that burned his skin, though, but his soul. He shrieked in agony, crumpling to the ground, whimpering, begging for forgiveness.

      She marched forward, following the sounds of more gunfire and screams of pain toward a large set of double doors. Outside the door were two men. Crumpled and bleeding, they would be dead soon, their souls off to the… Her eyes narrowed as she perceived the dark thread tying them to something inside. Something evil.

      “Wraith,” she muttered with savage glee.

      Storming past the dying men, she entered the gym. More bodies on the floor, vacant of their souls but with no sign they had passed through the veil. Anger built in her. These men deserved the justice awaiting them on the other side; justice the Wraith denied them. She saw another walking through the far door to the next room, but a second later he too was shot and killed. She watched in horror as his soul followed the dark line to Madisun Dumas and not purgatory.

      She stormed across the room, the floor and ceiling blackened with the heat of her passing. “Madisun Dumas, I am here for you. Come to me and I will free you from your curse,” she said. Passing through the far doors, her wings licked with flame, igniting the doors and burning them to ash.

      Madisun leaned heavily against the wall, using a rifle as a cane and hobbling toward the nearest exit, not thirty feet away.

      “Do not run,” Seraph said. “It will only hurt more.”

      “Don’t come selling crazy here. We’re all stocked up,” Madisun replied.

      Seraph stopped for a moment eying the woman. Was it a trick, a ruse? Pretending to be hurt to draw Seraph in closer? She hesitated, not wanting to fall for something obvious, but frustrated she couldn’t see the ploy.

      A man pushed through the door closest to Madisun, his rifle turning on the demon before he laid eyes on Seraph. He shouted, backpedaling and firing as he went. She brought up her shield, which grew in length, acting as a tower defending her front.

      “Would you believe me if I said I wasn’t the bad guy here?” Madisun said.

      “You are always the bad guy, demon and—”

      The door opened again, and this time the man had a tube over one shoulder. Screaming, he fired.

      A tremendous whoosh of flame ignited from the back. Seraph caught sight of a second man running up behind the first only to get caught in the backblast and burst into flames. The rocket ejected from the tube and sizzled through the air, striking her shield.

      Fire and debris engulfed her in a maelstrom of destruction. She leaped into the air, shooting out of the explosion and debris on wings of light. Only her shield kept her from death.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled myself along the gravel playground, biting my lip so hard I cut through it to keep from screaming in agony. Part of me wished this wasn’t the first time I’d suffered burns and explosions without the pain-blocking power of Spice, and part of me was glad I had handled it before. I dared not look down. One of my feet was either burned to a crisp or simply gone; seeing it would make the pain ten times worse.

      Ahead of me, kneeling and waving me on, was Spice. She pointed toward a bush.

      “In there. A fox dug a hole and you can crawl in and heal for a little bit.”

      I glared at her, but I couldn’t speak because my throat had burned when the fire engulfed me. By all rights, I should have died. It was the barest minimal power Spice could exert for me, just keeping me alive long enough to find a safe place. I ignored her insistent pointing and kept crawling for the road. Maybe if I made it back to my bike, she would be forced to heal me.

      Inch by inch, I approached the bush in question then moved beyond it. She knelt in front of me. “Madisun, she’s still here. Even if I healed you fully, she would win in a straight-up fight. Now get your stubborn behind into that hole!”

      I hated when she was right.

      Mustering as much strength as I could, I twisted around, rolling into the hole and pulling the bush and as much dirt as I could after me. It was a relief when blackness took me, and at that moment I hoped to hell I never awoke.

      

      It was Thanksgiving dinner again. I knew it wasn’t real—it couldn’t be real. Everyone sitting at the table was dead, except for me… and I wasn’t so sure that I wasn’t dead as well.

      Was I? Did I die that night years ago when Ghost and El Fuego burst into my home, murdering my mother with fire and slitting my dad’s throat? Only to have them run me through with a sword and kill Sara in my arms.

      Maybe I died that night so long ago. Maybe everything since was some kind of coma-induced dream—or a state I existed in as the blood drained from my body and in reality, no time had passed. I was curled up on the floor, clutching my Spice Cake and praying death would come soon.

      But no, Charles was there.

      That wasn’t right. Charles had died a decade and a half before everyone else. Then why was he there?

      This was a dream. Another maddening reminder of my past that wouldn’t let go. Of the ghosts that wouldn’t stop haunting me.

      “You’re killing people, Wraith. Is that what you want?”

      “Don’t call me that, Dad. I’m Madisun, not Wraith,” I told him.

      “Not as long as you’re a murderer, you’re not. My Madi would never hurt a fly… I don’t know who you are.”

      I balled my fist and smacked the table at the futility of the conversation, but like any dream I was forced to play it out, unable to alter the destination. “The ones who killed you, who burned mom alive, who stabbed… stabbed Sara in the heart.” It was hard for me to say, even in a dream. “They would never have come to justice. Not ever. I had to do it.”

      “So the guilty could pay for their sins?” Dad said.

      “Yes!”

      “So the people who murdered your family would be brought to justice?” Dad said.

      “Yes. Don’t you see? It was the only way.”

      I knew what was coming. I knew it as surely as watching an old episode of the Cosby show. Every moment played out in front of me. Charles, my twin brother who died at the age of 11, turned his head and looked me in the eyes. I pleaded with him not to say it, begged him. But my mouth wouldn’t open.

      “Then why are you alive, Madi?”

      

      Dirt and debris scattered around me as I floundered up to consciousness. Then I wished to heaven I had never woken up. My skin burned, pain like blades piercing me filled my mind and it was all I could do to not scream, to simply whimper in agony as I pleaded, begged, and prayed the pain would go away.

      It didn’t. But I breathed deeply, doing my best to manage it. My throat soothed first, then my back, hips, and legs. My foot itched and the pain slowly, agonizingly slowly, went away. I blinked several times and the absence of pain was such a relief that I cried some more.

      “Oh Madi, I’m so sorry,” Spice said. “I figured it out. I figured out what we have to do.”

      “Is it die?” I croaked out through broken lips. “Because that’s all I want to do right now.”

      “No Madi. We have to kill Seraph. Then you can die, silly.”

      “Oh, is that all…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Seraph’s wings of light folded behind her, disappearing as they did so. The pale blonde stomped into her room in the Saints’ dome, pulling off her robe and throwing it against the wall as she did so.

      She shut her door, making sure none of her teammates would stop by to check on her. At the moment, she could barely stand to be around anyone, let alone Mach—who, inevitably, would come to check on her.

      Light flared around her form as she paced the room. The last time she’d faced the demon and had a chance to destroy her, she’d used a trick to escape. This time she’d hid behind mortal allies. As if guns and missiles, no matter how powerful, could stop her from ending that demon’s life. Rage built up inside of her, an unending tidal wave of wrath. She snapped her sword into existence then back out again as she paced her room.

      Seraph needed to find the demon and expunge her from their shared plane of existence. How could she ever live with herself if she allowed such an afront? It pulled at her, consumed her.

      But how?

      Last night had seemed the perfect opportunity. For whatever reason, the demon wasn’t healing its host, leaving her powerless. One thrust of her sword would have brought holy retribution down.

      Her intercom buzzed and she frowned at it. Mach would knock; a buzz meant the front desk, but who would be there to see her this late?

      “Who is it?” she asked, pressing her thumb down on the button.

      “Rachel? It’s Sofia. I heard about the fire and I wanted to check on you.”

      Seraph frowned at the speaker as if she were looking at the woman herself. On the outside, Sofia was the perfect friend, always encouraging and always honest… a feat unto itself. That alone should have bothered Rachel. Deep inside though, she was desperate for someone, anyone, to support her.

      “Come in,” she said.

      A few minutes later the blonde with perfect hair, clothes, and nails walked in, tossing her expensive handbag on the dark oak dining room table. “Rachel, what happened? I heard there was a fire and a Wraith sighting…?”

      Seraph let her constructs go. The light faded and her costume vanished. Her skin and hair, pale as a winter’s day, faded to their normal color. She slumped in the large chair, clenching her fists, then opened her mouth to speak—

      A knock on the door interrupted her.

      “Come in,” she said.

      Mach entered, stopping for a moment when he laid eyes on Sofia. He frowned but said nothing to the woman. “Seraph, NOPD just reported that you were at an abandoned school a few hours ago and that—” he looked to Sofia with a questioning gaze.

      “She’s my friend, Mach, speak,” Rachel said. She thought of summoning her Seraph form as her voice was less impressive in her plain, human form.

      “As you wish,” he said. “They said the school burned to the ground and all you did was stand and watch?”

      “Are you here to ask me a question or tell me things I already know?” she asked.

      Sofia snorted, covering her face with her hand.

      “Why didn’t you help when they asked?” Mach put his hands behind his back, shoulders square.

      “I’m not a firefighter. What would I do? Call down the wrath of righteousness on the flames? Beat them into submission with my wings?” Rachel crossed her legs and looked away from the older hero.

      “You’re a smart woman, Seraph. I’m sure you could have found a way to help. In the future, call it in. We’re a team. When supers are involved we should all take them down together.”

      “Except for when your girlfriend is involved,” Rachel muttered.

      Mach’s eyes widened and he stiffened all over. “Are you referring to the Wraith?” he asked in a low timber.

      “She was there, yes. And we all know you will protect her, so what is the point in bringing you in?”

      Mach glanced one more time at Sofia. “She’s never killed anyone innocent, Rachel. Not to mention what happened to her family and brother…”

      Rachel shook her head, sending her straight yellow hair around her head in waves. “You give her too much leeway. She’s a demon, a murderer, a vile stain on humanity. Every fiber of my being calls me to smite her with my righteous fury. Yet at every turn, she is defended. By other humans, by you—” Rachel stood, light flaring around her as her anger built, “—and yet I am your teammate. I am the personification of righteousness and somehow I’m not supposed to stop this evil that lives among us?”

      Her aura flared. It wasn’t the brilliant white light of her sun-like powers, but a darker aura, almost a glowing shadow.

      “Rachel is right, Mach,” Sofia said. “You stifle her, order her to ignore the evil before her, and then punish her while rewarding her enemies.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re doing here, but this isn’t something for the mayor’s office to get involved in. What do you do for the mayor?” he asked.

      Sofia smirked. “I never said I worked for him,” she said.

      “Uh-huh,” he replied.

      “Don’t try to change the subject, Mach. Will you or will you not allow me to fulfill the needs of my soul and bring the Wraith to justice?” Rachel asked.

      He glanced again at Sofia before focusing his grey eyes on his teammate. “Rachel, you don’t want to bring her to justice. You want to kill her. I can’t sanction that. Nor should you want me to. We’re not judge, jury, and executioner.”

      “She is!” Rachel yelled.

      Mach and Seraph stood for a long moment, staring each other down. Neither flinched away from the other until finally, Mach turned. “I’ll come back and talk to you when you’re alone,” he said as he left the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sofia smiled inwardly as the argument unfolded between the two heroes. Her plan was succeeding beyond her wildest expectations. At first, she had just wanted to corrupt Seraph in the hopes of circumventing her incorruptible powers, but then… what if she did more than corrupt the angelic woman? What if she were able to recruit her to Sofia’s side? The two of them would be unstoppable. She could toss the Vory behind her and unleash her true power on the world. Never again would anyone have the ability to hurt, humiliate, or control her destiny. She would be in charge. Sofia liked the idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Ever since I had become the Wraith, I vastly preferred the night to the day. Something about the sun beating down on me felt oppressive. Not to mention it robbed me of shadow stepping—my most useful ability.

      Wraith wasn’t letting me use any powers other than the most basic regeneration. If how I felt was anything to go on, she was keeping me alive and amping up my regen to maybe a hundred times that of a human, but nowhere near the fast healing I usually experienced.

      The bus shook as it stopped. The hard plastic seats bumped against me. I had to look like a homeless person with my dirty frayed clothing and smudged face and hair. Not to mention the smell. Burned skin and hair clung to me like honey. Disgusting, putrid honey.

      At least the worst of the wounds were gone. I could sort of stumble forward in a walk. If I had to defend myself, though, I could forget it.

      The door opened and I heaved myself up. I had to admit, NOLA public transport was fantastic; I only had to walk three blocks from the bus stop to my small apartment.

      “Come on, Madi, one foot in front of another,” Spice said from beside me. She smiled, trying to be encouraging, I guess. I took a deep breath and did just that, one foot at a time.

      “You really think we have to kill Seraph?” I asked her. If we spoke, then I could take my mind off the pain in my… whole frigging body.

      She skipped along beside me, the plaid school outfit swishing along while she sucked on a lollipop. It was unnerving, to say the least. If Sara could be a person, she’d be a serial killer. Only my will kept her from going on a murder spree. She cared for no one and nothing except her next meal.

      I couldn't imagine what it had to be like, spending years, decades, centuries, unable to eat for fear of discovery and death. For an immortal entity, she had a lot of issues. I could imagine, though, that slow starvation or death would be a powerful motivator to not be discovered.

      “Pretty much,” she said. “Listen, Seraph can see me. Her powers can kill me, and likely you too. She’s tough, strong, and has an iron will. She’s not gonna stop until we're both dead. What other threat could be coming we would need to save our power for?”

      I stopped, blinking several times as dread spread out over me. This whole time I thought she knew why we were saving up power and it turned out… she’s guessing.

      “You don’t know what’s coming, do you?”

      She looked away, frowning.

      “No, I don’t,” she said. “I get vague feelings of dread and some scare me more than others. This has to be about Seraph. She’s a threat to us both.”

      I whistled. It was revelatory, her not knowing. “Then why the big show with the—” I raised my hands to make a waving motion, “—and acting like it was some kind of prophetic warning?”

      She didn’t answer me. She also didn’t disappear, so that was something. I felt a little better as we walked—like my muscles were relaxing. Even though I knew it was her regeneration.

      “I don’t feel like you listen to me,” she said.

      Her words took me by surprise. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I tell you I’m hungry, or to be careful, or what we need to do, and you ignore me! You should do what I say, not the other way around.” She turned to me and, literally, stomped her foot on the ground.

      I pursed my lips, cocking my head to one side while I examined her. Something was wrong, but her words rang hollow. Lack of listening wasn’t what had her upset.

      “Spice, we’ve been through this. You know exactly what’s coming your way if you show just a smidgen of patience,” I said, holding up my finger and thumb parallel to each other only a quarter-inch apart. “Why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?”

      She hugged herself tightly, looking away for a long while.

      I shrugged. It was no skin off my nose—

      “I don’t want to die, Madi,” she whispered. Then she was gone, vanished.

      ”Typical,” I muttered. I looked behind me, making sure no one was nearby and I cleared my throat. “Spice, I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Not ever again,” I whispered.

      She wasn’t my Spice. I knew that. Mine died in my arms when I failed to protect her. Still,  I wouldn’t fail her again.
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        * * *

      

      Krisan stretched her aching legs. She’d had them curled up under her for about six hours while she continued trying to crack the encryption. Epic said it wasn’t encryption, but then again he’d also lied to her. She wasn’t sure how she knew he had, but she knew it.

      “Coffee señorita?” Enrique asked while holding out a steaming white mug that smelled deliciously sweet.

      “You’re useful to have around,” she said.

      He flushed with pride and turned back to the kitchen. How the kid managed to make such good coffee was beyond her. He didn’t even complain when she told him the absurd amount of sugar she liked.

      Holding the cup in one hand, she sipped it while typing with her other, searching the internet the old-fashioned way, with her eyes.

      The fact that the numbers were sequential interested her. They weren’t bank accounts. They weren’t codes, locks, or algorithms. Just sequential numbers counting up. Hitting the print button, she stood up and stretched while the laser printer whipped off the ten sheets of numbers.

      Taking the pile, she sat in the small living space and spread them all out around her. They were numbers, and they were sequential, but they weren’t all lined up. About half the total numbers started with zero-one-four-one then five zeroes and another one. A third of them started with one-two-four-zero followed by five zeroes and a one. There were seven hundred of those. She could line all those up and for the most part, it was unbroken, though there were a few missing numbers here and there. The last third was a mix of zero-one through zero-nine, followed by a four-one, and again five zeroes but up to nine thousand and change.

      What could they possibly mean? And why have a full hard drive running on a state-of-the-art computer trying to decrypt it? She’d compared it to everything she could think of. Hell, everything Epic could think of.

      She turned her head to the side, wondering what she was missing. The door opened, sending her papers fluttering about from the sudden hot wind that rushed through the room.

      Madi came in. Krisan’s smile died as she looked up to see her friend. Her clothes were burned and mutilated. Her entire right pant leg was missing and she shuffled in with one bare foot. Her exposed skin resembled burned meat more than human flesh. And the smell… she wanted to gag.

      “What in the hell happened to you?” she asked.

      Madi glared at her. “I was caught in an explosion. I would think that was fairly obvious.”

      “Did you get another hard drive?”

      Madi looked down at herself, then at Krisan. “There was an explosion,” she reiterated. She shuffled past the reporter and into the bathroom. A few seconds later the shower started and Krisan went back to trying to figure out the puzzle.

      “Is everything okay?” Enrique asked. His eyes were wide with horror at Madi and the way she looked and smelled.

      “Oh yeah, she does that all the time,” Krisan said.

      “Si. If you say so. What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Trying to figure out what all these numbers are for. Any ideas?”

      He shook his head. “My great-grandfather would have loved this puzzle. He loved such things,” Enrique said.

      “Your great-grandfather? Was he, uh, killed when they took your family?” she asked. Krisan kicked herself for her insensitivity.

      “No, he died two years ago. Every morning he would get up and do his puzzles—the math kind?”

      “Sudoko?” Krisan added absently.

      “Si, yes. Do you do them?”

      She shook her head. “No, I prefer mysteries. This is one, I think. What did he do?” she asked.

      Enrique looked at her and blinked. “I’m nine. He sat on our porch my whole life.”

      “Right, right,” Krisan muttered.

      Could be important. Maybe… Krisan thought.

      “What?” Enrique asked

      Krisan shook her head and looked at the kid for a moment. Maybe she had spoken and didn’t realize it? “Could you ask your mom what he did and where he was from?”

      “Si,” he said.

      He disappeared and she went back to losing herself in the numbers. There had to be a pattern. What could she hope to see that Epic missed? In the back of her mind, his behavior nagged on her. They had only known each other a short time but she was certainly taken with him, and he had shown her how to really use her powers.

      But he had lied. She was sure of it.

      Why?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      Freret St. was home to some of the worst apartment buildings in the city. “Sleazy” only began to describe how rundown the place was. It was perfect for hiding in. No one noticed me in the shadow of a tenement.

      I twirled the silver .357 revolver around my trigger finger, nervously flipping it back and forth as I waited. I was down to just a few guns—my back-ups to my back-ups—and this silver revolver was the largest caliber of my remaining weapons. The other was a .22 semi-automatic rifle.

      Damn you, Krisan, for meddling. Between Spice hoarding power and my so-called best friend keeping me from the weapons I needed, things were tight. Could be worse, I supposed.

      Somewhere, I don’t remember where, I’d lost my bike. Probably at the school, but it was all blurry from the explosion and subsequent coma. I needed new wheels. Something that could really move. I didn’t have any more money, so that left taking what I needed. Which made the Vory’s go-to pimp the perfect mark. You got to love pimps, riding around in bright yellow Corvette ZR-1’s while their girls practically lived on the street.

      Unlike a normal car door, these opened like scissors. I wasn’t a car-girl but I was pretty sure Corvette’s didn’t come that way. He pivoted, standing up out of the car and hitting a button on his remote that automatically lowered the car door.

      You got to be kidding me, I muttered. It’s like he saw how to be a pimp in a movie, complete with fur coat, gold chains, and douche bag white-framed sunglasses.

      I stopped twirling the pistol and slid it home into the waistband holster on my right hip. I knew exactly how to deal with this idiot. Pushing off the alley wall, I walked fast across the street to get to him before he went into the “hotel” where he did his business. “Hey, Blake,” I said. I was dressed in my usual outfit: black leather jacket, white tank top, and hip-hugging jeans, completed with combat boots. My jacket was normally buttoned up but I popped the buttons as I crossed the road, letting a little cleavage show.

      “Hey yourself, baby. You looking for work? Because you could make me a fortune! Damn!”

      I smiled, even as I wanted to vomit. “Petrov said you would like me. How about I give you a sample so you know what you’re buying and then you can pay me what I’m worth?”

      “Petrov’s taste in babes is obviously amazing. This is my lucky day, come on up,” he said holding out his arm. I took it and walked with him into the hotel.

      The sleazy lobby stank of cigarettes, beer, and old piss. So sexy.

      “This isn’t my normal local. I just keep the riff-raff here,” he said. From the car he drove, he probably had girls in several of the nicer hotels.

      “I figured. A hot guy with a fancy car has to do well for himself,” I said.

      He smiled, showing me his grill. I forced myself to smile back and not gag from his weed breath.

      He slapped my butt as we got in the elevator. Turning me around he pulled down my jacket then started unbuckling his pants. “Why don’t you give me a warm-up demonstration?”

      That was enough of that. “Sure,” I said with a sweet smile. I stepped back as if I was going to kneel down, then kicked him hard in the balls. He folded, hands going between his legs as he dropped to his knees.

      “What the—”

      I kicked him in the teeth. “Sorry about the dental work, but you needed new ones anyway. And oh my God, it’s called a toothbrush,” I said.

      He moaned as blood seeped out of his mouth. I grabbed him by the collar of his faux fur coat. The elevator stopped on the top floor. It was in such poor repair, it didn’t even ding.  “Which room is yours?” I asked.

      He muttered something, but all I heard was bitch. I slammed his head into the side of the elevator and he hollered, batting uselessly at my hands.

      “Five-one-three!” he said after I hit him again. He tried to stand but I just dragged him down the hall, jerking him off his feet whenever he tried to stand.

      “What the fu—”

      I cut him off by throwing him into the wall. “Keys,” I said.

      “Fu—”

      I rabbit punched him in the stomach, a one-two that Joseph had taught me. His lungs collapsed and he fell to the floor, again. I loathed having to go through his pockets, but he forced me to. I found the keys, opened the door, and threw him bodily through it.

      After however-long it had been since I had appointed myself as the avenging angel of humanity, I had become desensitized; seeing half a dozen strung out girls who couldn’t even be twenty, still pissed me off. “You,” I said pointing at a girl with a fresh bruise on her face. “Tell me who here knows him the best?”

      She pointed at a second girl with messy blonde hair and ribs showing under her tank-top.

      “Don’t you tell her nothin, you—”

      I grabbed the back of his head and slammed him face-first into the wooden floorboards. He howled from the pain, his entire face a bloody mess. “If he lies, you tell me, got it?” I asked.

      It was his own fault. The girls were conditioned from day one to do what they were told. Beatings, rape, drugs—they endured it all until they were compliant little manikins for scumbags like this to control. He would use them up until there was nothing left, then cast them aside to die in a ditch—or just kill them himself. After all, there were always more girls.

      “Where’s your money?” I asked.

      He tried to spit at me, but I was like a hundred times faster than him and slapped him across the face with an open hand. One of the girls burst into tears and another screamed.

      “Get her the money,” he mumbled around a mouth of broken teeth.

      Bruise-girl ran into the back room and came back with a roll of cash. I stuffed it in the inside pocket of my jacket. “Any guns?” I said.

      He shook his head. I slapped him again.

      “I’m telling the truth,” he whined. “I just hit them, no guns.”

      I hit him again.

      He sobbed, blubbering about how he didn’t deserve this.

      “Who cooks your books?” I asked him.

      He fumbled for something in his coat. I almost hit him again when he came out with a card:

      

      Belle and Yuri & Assoc.

      

      …along with an address and phone number like they were some kind of legitimate accounting firm. Well, I’d have to pay them a visit and liberate some funds.

      I couldn’t think of anything else. Twisting his arm I put him facefirst on the floor and knelt on his spine with my knee. “Tell them you’re sorry, and you better mean it.”

      He blubbered, spitting the blood from his mouth. “I’m sorry, God, I’m so sorry. Please, I’m sorry,” he wailed.

      I looked up at the girls. I didn’t know if any of them would make it; they were pretty far gone. But what they did from here was up to them.

      “You.” I pointed at the bruised girl with my free hand. “Take this.” I fished out the roll of money, took two c-notes, and then shook the wad at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Do you want to die?” I asked, my eyes flaring blue as I spoke.

      “N—no,” she said. “Then help these girls. Go to the hospital, tell them what’s happened to you. Tell them you want to get clean. This is your one chance, do you understand?” I asked.

      She nodded. I thought I saw some kind of agreement in there.

      “But, he’ll just come get us,” another girl said.

      “Go,” I growled in my Wraith voice.

      They stumbled out, not even stopping to get their things. I lifted Blake up, holding him by the collar.

      “It doesn’t matter. They’ll be back working for me in a week. You’ve accomplished nothing,” he said in a lucid moment.

      “Not if you greet them at the front door,” I said. His confused expression was priceless as I frog marched him to the window and heaved him. Glass shattered as he went through the dirty window. He screamed all the way down to the pavement.

      There are days I love my job.
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        * * *

      

      Corvettes not only look amazing, they sound it. It took all my willpower not to burn rubber at every light. It wasn’t the ideal car for “laying low” as it were. Not with a bright yellow paint job and huge spoiler. Lucky for me, the windows were tinted and no one could see me inside.

      Belle and Yuri’s building was across the street from the aquarium on the Mississippi River, in the financial district at the heart of the city.

      Joseph had talked about this. The day when the lines would blur and people who were the bad guys would wear suits and uniforms. I could live with killing accountants as much as a pimp. Just because they kept their hands “clean” and only handled the money, didn’t make them any less culpable.

      I don’t know why I was thinking of Joseph so much of late. I had only known him for a few short months, but he made me the woman I am. Showed me the path.

      I could throw pimps out the window all day long. There would be fewer pimps for a while, but then they would return. These people though, I thought as I walked into the marble columned lobby with a twenty-foot-tall decorative water fountain in the middle, they never, ever, face justice. It’s all about the Benjamin’s for them.

      Time to take it from them and use it against the people I needed to eradicate. The whole building was theirs, but the office I needed was on the top floor.

      “Excuse me, ma’am?” A tall, broad-shouldered security guard approached me.

      “Ma’am? Do I look like your mama?” I asked with a grin as I turned around.

      He was a good-looking man with a shaved head, strong cheekbones, and skin almost as dark as mine.

      “No you do not,” he said. His demeanor relaxed somewhat. “You need a pass to use those lifts, though.”

      “Ahh, I’m here to see Belle, Yuri, and Assoc.” I held up the card.

      “It’s by appointment only,” he replied.

      “Tell you what,” —I peered at his name tag— “Logan. You call them and if they say no, then I will give you…” I pulled out the two one-hundred-dollar-bills I took from Blake and held it up to him.

      He glanced at the money. I’m sure he was paid well—one didn’t work security in a posh setup like this without good compensation—but two hundred bucks is two hundred bucks.

      “I better not get fired,” he grumbled. He walked back to this desk and lifted the phone, dialing the number.

      I put the money on the desk next to the phone.

      “Hi, this is Logan from the lobby. There’s a person here to see Mrs. Belle,” he said. He looked at me, “Your name?” he asked.

      “Blake sent me,” I said.

      He repeated it. His eyes went wide and he nodded before remembering he was on the phone. “Yes, I’ll send her right up.”

      The phone hung up with a click and he frowned.

      “Tell you what, Logan,” I said as I picked up the money, “no good deed goes unrewarded.” I handed him the bills.

      “Well alright then,” he said with a huge smile. “Christmas comes early.”

      Their elevators were as fancy as the rest of the place; mirrored insides and plush carpet. Thankfully, I didn’t have any blood on me from dealing with Blake; I only looked out of place because my clothes weren’t expensive enough, not because I looked like a serial killer.

      I felt something… a thrill. This was a new kind of justice. I’d killed the street thugs and the bosses, but this… I had never tried this before.

      The doors opened and two large men were waiting for me. Rough hands grabbed my upper arms and pulled me out. I guess they didn’t trust Blake.

      “Easy. I’m not resisting,” I said. They didn’t reply, dragging me along to an office at the far end of the hall. An older woman with brown hair in a bun and an expensive dress waited with her back to the door, looking out the window overlooking the Mississippi. A shorter balding man, who was more round in the middle than a donut, sat on a couch to the side.

      “Search her,” the woman said. They did a thorough and expert search, finding both knives and the .357.

      She raised an eyebrow as they put the weapons on the table next to her.

      “You’re awfully well-armed for a messenger,” she said.

      “I do have a message from Blake,” I said. “But before I deliver it, I have a question for you,” I said.

      She turned around and her bright green eyes narrowed as she examined me. “And why should I answer any questions you have?” she said.

      “Because you want to know how I know you’re associated with Blake and what I can prove.” The operative word there was “prove.” These kinds of people don’t care about what anyone knows. It’s all about what they can prove.

      I, of course, can’t prove anything but they don’t know that.

      “Fine, you can ask and if I don’t like the questions, I’ll just have you taken out and buried,” she said.

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Based on this office, I find it hard to believe you have all this money from doing Blake’s books. Do you do the Vory’s?” I asked.

      The look on her face told me two things. She did, and she was shocked I knew.

      “Kill her,” she said.

      “Oh noes! Not the dreaded ‘kill her,’” I said.

      I ducked the swipe from the big guy on the right and elbowed his knee inward. It cracked and he cried out, falling. The other guy stepped back, drawing a gun. I rolled to the side, snatched one of my knives off the table, and threw it at him as he fired.

      The bullet hit my shoulder as my knife hit his throat. He gurgled, stumbling backward, with one hand trying to stop the bleeding.

      I spun with the hit, palmed the second knife, and slammed it down on the back of the first guy’s neck. He died instantly. The other one was still drowning in his own blood while I picked up my .357 and cocked the hammer.

      “You murdering bitch!” the donut-shaped man yelled.

      I glanced at him, then Belle. I knew who was in charge. I pointed the pistol right at his face and he shut the hell up. “You must be Yuri?” I asked.

      His nod was so stiff he barely moved.

      “Right. Before I came here, I left a hotel room with a half-dozen strung-out girls used as sex toys by Blake. When did killing a few thugs become worse than what you are helping those Vory bastards do to those poor girls?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “They are sheep,” Belle said. “We’re the wolves.”

      “Nice moral justification,” I said. “The only problem is, what happens when a Grizzly bear comes along?” I fired the pistol, hitting donut-shaped man in the eye and blowing the back of his head all over the couch.

      That got a reaction out of her. Some people are so powerful, so insulated from life, that they never believe they’re in any danger until it’s thrust into their face.

      She backed up to the window, hands going flat against the glass.

      “Now Belle, you are going to make a phone call. I want all your mob money. Every cent.”

      She went stark white, glancing between the barrel of the gun, and the man who used to be her friend. “They’ll kill me,” she whispered.

      I lunged forward, pressing the still hot barrel of the gun to her forehead. My eyes flared blue and my voice took on the reverberation of the Wraith. “What do you think I’ll do to you?”
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      I’m guessing I’m the last person Ricardo thought he would ever hear from again. The former British intelligence-agent-turned-unwilling-black-marketeer sounded shocked as he repeated my name.

      “Yes. Wraith,” I said.

      I caught Belle’s eyes going wide as she put two and two together.

      “How can I help?” he asked.

      “I’m in an office with an accountant who has access to a lot of money that doesn’t belong to her or to her clients. I want to transfer it somewhere permanently out of their reach.”

      Once her shock faded, she frowned. I imagined she thought I would just transfer the money to a bank down the street or something.

      Nope.

      “That’s easy enough. Do what I tell you,” he said.

      I motioned for her to move in front of the desk where I could type and keep an eye on her. She did.

      Ricardo walked me through the software, accessing the banks and the batch transfer process. When I was done, something like one point three billion dollars was sitting in an untouchable account in a bank on the Isle of Nevis. I didn’t even know where the hell that was.

      This would fund my activities for two lifetimes.

      I noticed Belle fidgeting. Her fingers danced in rhythm. I leaped up. She wore a series of rings on her right hand. Or at least I thought they were rings.

      “Dammit, that’s a phone,” I said.

      She smirked. “I don’t know who you’re talking to, but I’m very good at my job. I’ll have the money back in less than twenty-four hours. And you? You’ll be dead or in prison as soon as the police arrive.” One of the advantages of her “legitimate” business was calling law enforcement when she needed to.

      “I can promise you won’t,” I said with a smile. I pulled the hammer back. Her face went bone white.

      The window behind me exploded and something hit me like a train. I rolled across the desk, past the bodies, and into the far wall with a thunk. Apparently, their walls are made of stern stuff. The only thing that broke was one of my ribs. Maybe more than one.

      I blinked away the pain to see Seraph standing on the remains of the desk, her wings of light folded down behind her. She wore shining silver armor and wielded a flail with a three-foot-long chain ending in a spiked ball, all made of light.

      Shaking my head I pushed myself up. I didn’t think she was going to give me much time to recover.

      “Because I am a person of justice, I will give you this one chance to surrender,” Seraph said.

      I guess I was wrong. That was nice of her.

      “I don’t suppose if I told you they are mob accountants it would make a difference?” I asked.

      She stormed forward. Probably assuming my answer was no, since it was. I leaped sideways as she smashed into the wall, shattering it effortlessly and sending marble shards out in a sphere. Several ripped through my clothes, leaving long cuts on my skin.

      “I could really use the power we’ve saved,” I muttered.

      Nothing.

      Spice is afraid of dying, and I don’t blame her, because I am too.

      I shoulder-rolled and came up running for the stairs. Her wings sprang to life with a whoosh and she was flying after me. I needed to take away her mobility and box her in. She’s strong and tough, but not invulnerable.

      It still left me the problem of defeating her without killing her. I couldn’t cross that line, no matter what.

      Too bad they don’t feel the same way about me.

      I hit the stairwell door with a bang and leaped over the railing, stomach sinking as I fell the twelve feet to the concrete stairs below. My ankle turned sideways and pain flared up my leg as I slammed into the hard floor.

      “Spice, I’m not kidding,” I said between teeth gritted in pain. Rolling over, I pulled myself up and started hopping down the stairs.

      Light shone from above as Seraph entered the stairwell. Her wings hit the walls and she was forced to fold them down and away.

      “Do not run, woman. Stand and face your justice,” Seraph said.

      Boy was I tired of her nonsense. I hopped on the railing and slid on my butt down to the next level, taking the impact on my good leg. As the avenging angel chased me down the stairwell, I realized I didn’t have a plan. Maybe I had become a tad overconfident.

      Joseph would be so disappointed in me.

      I made it two more floors and hit the door, exiting onto a floor with a bunch of people in suits staring at me like I had the plague. I dodged left as Seraph exploded out of the door moments later, swinging her flail. I ducked the spiked ball and it blasted into the wall above me.

      Rolling past her, I leaped up and pulled the fire alarm. Howling klaxons wailed away with ear-splitting volume. She instinctively covered her ears for a moment, giving me a second to go on the offensive. I leaped at her, knee first, slamming into her chest. We both went down; she hit on her back and I rolled forward, running for the window.

      Air sizzled behind me and a bolt of energy passed through me. Pain ripped at me—not physical pain, but pain in my soul, like watching Sara die a thousand times. It was made worse by the sudden keening wail of Spice, who was huddled in the corner with her knees in her chest rocking back and forth.

      Damn her energy weapons, I thought as I hit the window with all the force I could muster. The glass shattered like confetti and I was falling.

      At some point I must have gotten turned around in the building; I wasn’t plunging toward a parking lot, but a busy street.

      I hit a semi, bounced, then hit something else hard, but not the road. The sky moved above me as I passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Seraph leaped out the window after Wraith, wings wide to catch the air. Despite her quick action to follow the demon, there was no sign of her quarry. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows, obscuring much of her sight.

      She should have hit the pavement, Seraph thought as she glided to a landing on the sidewalk. A crowd of people gathered, snapping pictures and shouting questions at her. She didn’t have the time for their temporal inanities.

      “Did anyone see a woman hit the pavement and run off?” she asked. Everyone shook their heads.

      “Was she black?” a young woman asked.

      “Yes,” Seraph replied. “Dressed in leather, with dreadlocks.”

      “I think she fell in the back of a dump truck heading that way,” the young woman said with a gesture to the north.

      Seraph leaped into the air, her wings beating furiously to take her high in a hurry. She felt frantic to catch the Wraith and end her. The constant reminder of her failure was like a weight on her chest. Once the demon was dead, the weight would lift and she would be able to breathe again. Why the rest of her team couldn’t see the threat was beyond her. It was clear to her as the day was bright.

      She spotted a line of dump trucks moving north along the causeway and followed them.
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      Roy shook his head. For almost a year he’d driven by Madisun’s apartment looking for some sign of life. When the truth finally hit him, he had moved on. Neither one of them had any illusions about their relationship. She did what she did, and he was okay with it. He couldn’t remain a cop and know, though. It didn’t sit right with him. When Krisan asked for his help investigating the Russian mob, it was the best of both worlds.

      Falling for her while working on the case, on the other hand, wasn’t what he’d planned. Madisun’s return complicated things, or at least he thought it had. She’d seemed unfazed by her two friends dating.

      Confusion plagued him.

      Which was why he was sitting outside the deadly woman’s apartment complex, trying to decide if he should go in there and talk to her or leave it be.  Ignoring the emotional minefield would be easier, for sure. It would also be wrong. He had to face it head-on. It would suck, and likely be painful, but ripping off the band-aid was a cliche for a reason.

      Decision made, he climbed out of his car and made his way across the parking lot to the corner apartment she occupied in the run-down building. It was the kind of place she favored; no one in this neighborhood would give a rat’s behind what their neighbors were doing.

      A couple of kids hung out in front and they vanished. He heard one of them mutter “cop” as they disappeared. He still looked, walked, and talked like one. Years in the Army and then more years in the PPD had him pegged for life. He knocked on her door then turned around to make sure no one was coming up behind him.

      “Si?” a high-pitched voice said.

      Roy turned around to see a young boy, maybe nine or ten, peaking out the door. “Uh, sorry. Wrong address,” Roy said, confused.

      “Are you looking for Ángel de la Muerte?”

      Roy laughed before he could stop himself. Angel of Death was an apt description of the vigilante. “Yes. Yes I am. Does she live here?”

      “Si,” the boy said opening the door. “I’m Enrique. Are you a friend of hers?”

      “You could say that,” Roy said with a smile. “Is she home? I was hoping to talk to her.”

      Enrique shook his head. “She left late this afternoon. Mi Mama is here, though, and the strange woman who talks to herself is… well she's here, you could say.” Enrique put up his fingers in air quotes.

      Krisan? Here? He sounded surprised in his head, but he shouldn’t have.

      “May I come in and wait?” Roy asked.

      “Sure, but I warn you, if you’re here to harm us, I don’t think it will go the way you think it will.”

      “You’re a wise kid,” Roy said. “And no, not here to harm you. I wouldn’t mind a cup of that delicious smelling coffee, though.”

      Roy followed him into the tiny apartment and froze. Several people were there he didn’t recognize, including two older women, three teenage girls, and a boy younger than Enrique. The women all crowded around a small table, holding dishes with little cakes and drinking coffee while speaking rapid-fire Spanish. He'd lived in Phoenix and knew Mexican-Spanish, but whatever they were speaking was quite a bit different. He could understand the words, but not the context.

      The language they spoke was the only hint they were Hispanic; the older of the two women had grey hair, but the others were all varying shades of blonde— though their skin was darker than most Anglo’s he knew. He shook his head at the amazing variety of people in the world.

      “Where are you from?” he asked the boy.

      “Argentina.”

      Krisan sat on the couch, slumped against the back with her hands in her lap.

      “You awake?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said without opening her eyes.

      “Are you… doing your thing?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “What are you working on?” He raised an eyebrow at the mass of printed-out paper with rows and rows of numbers. Picking one up, he absently turned it right side up.

      “I’m trying to figure out what they mean,” Krisan said.

      “By lying on the couch with your eyes closed?” he asked.

      “Yep,” she replied.

      “Well, I can tell you what they are, but it won’t be of much use to you.”

      She jerked up, eyes wide open. “What?”

      “You forget I was in the army. These are serial numbers, see?” Roy pointed at the first number on the list. Using just his forefinger, he covered up all but the two starting digits. “Catalog month.” He moved his finger. “Year.” Moved it again. “Lot number.” He frowned at the last year. “I’ve seen these before.”

      “Where?” Krisan asked.

      Roy racked his brain for the answer. Without looking up, he sat down next to her. She squirmed as he sat, reminding him she had a problem with physical touch. Kissing and other things, no problem. Casual touch? No.

      He scooted over an inch to give her space. She didn’t acknowledge it and he thought she was incapable of realizing when others did little things for her. She was a delightful dichotomy: deeply passionate about her work, yet strangely aloof about almost everything else, including their relationship.

      He frowned. Perhaps it had to do with her husband’s death years before. Maybe she’s got one foot out the door because she’s expecting to go? Of course, that was the definition of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Unless she gave the relationship her all, it couldn’t last.

      “Spill,” she said.

      “You know I was an Army Ranger, right?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Bear in mind this is all fifth-hand at best but…” he looked at the numbers again. “Whenever we go to war, whether it’s in Iraq or Eastern Europe or whatever, there’s always a lot of art, money, gold, valuables, that goes missing.”

      “Are you saying this is gold from Iraq?” she asked.

      He shook his head. Enrique brought him a cup of coffee and Roy took it gratefully and froze.

      “Enrique,” he asked.

      “Si?”

      “Is your family from Germany?”

      “Si. Mi great-grand-papa immigrated to Argentina,” he said.

      Roy glanced at the paper one more time. “December 1940 lot number,” he said.

      “What’s significant about 1940?” Krisan asked.

      “A German general, I forget his name, created an organization with the initials, ERR. He was the… I guess you would call him Governor of France before we joined the war. At the end of 1940, the Germans ramped up their looting efforts—museums, banks, private homes, you name it. They targeted the Jewish population first but they went after everyone. From what I’ve read, ninety-percent of the stuff they took was never found.”

      Krisan’s eyes went wide as she looked at the pages and pages of numbers. “You’re kidding me,” she said.

      “Nope.” He took another sip of his coffee. “They found some of it at the Eagle’s Nest, Hitler’s home in the Alps, but the rest… most people figure it’s still sitting in a Swiss bank, never to be seen again.”

      “So the Vory are looking for looted German art and gold… here in Louisiana?” she asked.

      Roy raised an eyebrow, “Maybe not here. Maybe this is just where they’re based. If they knew what these numbers were, they wouldn’t be running them through supercomputers to figure out what they mean. But clearly, they know something.

      “What if,” Krisan said, “they aren’t trying to figure out what they mean, but to locate the treasure. But they can’t because this…” she said, holding the paper up, “is just one piece of the puzzle.”

      “What’s the other piece?” he asked.

      “You already answered that, Mr. Ruggedly Handsome,” she said with a nose point toward Enrique’s family. “Maybe they know where it is?”

      Roy thought about it for a moment. If they did know, it was either a deep family secret or… they didn’t know they knew.

      Madi burst through the door, scowling as she limped to the bathroom.

      “This is just like yesterday,” Enrique said.

      “Madi?” Roy called her name.

      She registered his presence and pulled up short, turning to look right at him.

      My God, she’s beautiful. Even with her disheveled appearance from whatever fight she was in, the woman was a work of art. From her smooth black skin to the fine cheekbones, she was gorgeous. At that moment he realized he did have something with her, and it was very real. But she had +disappeared before they could really cement it.

      With Krisan, he’d had time to build a meaningful, lasting, relationship and that was okay. It really was.

      “I think we figured it out,” he said with a gesture to the papers.

      She opened her mouth to ask, when the wall behind him exploded, showering him in debris and flinging him against the coffee table.

      Roy rolled over, pulling his 1911 as he did so and pointing it at… an angel? He shook his head.

      Not an angel… Seraph.
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      I was trying to figure out what Roy was doing in my apartment when the wall exploded. Frigging Seraph must have tracked me back here somehow. Hell, I hadn’t even known where I’d come from after spending an hour in the back of a dump truck. How had she?

      Everything slowed down and I leaped in front of Enrique, taking the brunt of the force on my back. I couldn’t cover his family, but they were farther away than the little boy.

      Once the debris settled I saw Roy with his pistol out. He looked at me and I shook my head “no.” I wanted to shoot her as much as the next vigilante outlaw with a demon inside of her, but I wouldn’t kill the hero. I also couldn’t let her kill me or hurt anyone else when we fought.

      “Your time is at an end, Demon!” Seraph charged forward, sword-of-light leading the way.

      I shoved Enrique to one side as I rolled to the other. Where was Krisan? The wall and part of the ceiling had collapsed, burying her.

      The sword came down, burning a line through my cheap carpet. I needed space, and I needed my powers. “Spice, it’s now or never, girl. We either stop her or we die. Which is it?” I dodged another blow as Seraph attempted to sever my head. My positioning was all off. My back was to the interior of the apartment and Seraph stood between me and the only exit. Thankfully, it was dark outside.

      “Okay, Madi, but I’m trusting you a lot,” Spice said. “You have it.”

      Blue light flared around me as I shadow-stepped out of the apartment to the lawn behind the hero.

      “Over here,” I said. I felt instantly better. All my wounds healed in a heartbeat. I pulled the red scarf up over my mouth and nose as my eyes filled with blue light. Spice wasn’t kidding when she said she had been hoarding power. I felt invincible.

      Several cars screeched to a halt on the road behind me.

      Seraph came out of the apartment, face red with anger as she swung her sword at me. I rolled backward, regained my footing, and lunged, punching her in the face.

      The ‘thwack’ of fist on bone echoed in my ears. Her head jerked to the side and she dropped to one knee, giving me a second to see who had pulled up.

      Oh no.
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        * * *

      

      Roy regained his footing and ran for the bedroom. The entire front of the apartment was open to the outside. The hole gave him a perfect view of the SUVs and the dozens of men in tactical gear disgorging. Has to be the Vory, he thought as he made it to the bedroom. He tossed the corner planter aside and grabbed the semi-automatic Mossberg shotgun she kept there. He didn’t need to check; he knew there was one in the chamber. It was how Madi rolled.

      Glancing back at the living room, he pushed down his concern for Krisan. He’d seen the shock on her face as the wall collapsed. He hoped and prayed the flimsy apartment complex construction wasn’t heavy enough to kill her.

      “Enrique, get your family in here,” he shouted. Kneeling against the door frame, he shouldered the shotgun and covered the family as they half ran, half crouched into the bedroom.

      Two men entered through the front door carrying PP-2000 SMGs on double point slings. From their all-black tactical gear and masks, he knew they were serious and likely had the best body armor money could buy. Which meant they would survive what he was about to do, but they would be out of the fight.

      The Mossberg bucked against his shoulder and fire leaped from the barrel as the 12-gauge slug blasted into the first man’s chest, deafening the room with its roar. He stopped cold, dropping to one knee from the impact.

      The other fired and Roy switched targets. Using his Ranger training to ignore the disintegrating door frame, he fired a second time. 12-gauge slugs would stop a man wearing armor, just from the impact alone, but the second round hit the Vory in the ballistic mask, sending his head jerking back as he fell to the ground.

      “Bathroom window. Go!” he yelled over his shoulder. He fired a third time, making sure the first guy was out of the fight.
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        * * *

      

      I leaped backward as she slashed madly through the air with her sword. To be honest, this wasn’t the strange part. The Vory were here in force but they weren’t shooting at either of us. I thought she couldn’t be corrupted—but was she working with them?

      She charged at me and I leaped forward… shadow-stepping past her to one of the thugs. I shoulder-checked him with my momentum, knocking him sideways. We fell to the ground and I rolled right off him, taking the SMG with me, ripping it right off his harness.

      It was nice to be strong again. I feather touched the trigger and half a dozen rounds hit his un-armored neck.

      “Murderer!” Seraph screamed.

      I didn’t have time for her nonsense. If the Vory grabbed the Landsbergers, I might never find them. And I still didn’t know why they wanted them in the first place.

      There were too many to take head-on. I downed another, burning the rest of the mag into his legs. No one ever wears armor on their lower half. Another shadow step had me behind the SUVs, leaving Seraph raging on the lawn, franticly looking for me.

      I had another concern; this was a neighborhood. If these idiots started opening fire, a lot of civilians were going to get injured or killed. I couldn’t let that happen.

      I jerked the driver out, slamming him bodily into the ground then leaping into the SUV and hitting the gas before the door even shut. It bounced hard as I ran over the curb and aimed right for Seraph.

      She saw me and took to the air, her wings burning with light as she ascended. Which was fine—she wasn’t my target anyway. The SUV bucked when I hit the first thug then again, and a third time when I crashed it into the front door of my place, sealing that entrance.

      I shadow-stepped into the living room, dropped the gun, and wrapped my hands around the edge of the collapsed wall and heaved. Krisan huddled in the remains of the couch, the stiff back having kept the wall from squishing her.

      “Run,” I said.

      She crawled out from under the wall and ran for the bedroom. Stepping back I let the wall drop. Seraph hit me full in the face with her shield of light. The wall behind me gave way and I was back out in the open. Hitting the ground, I tumbled head over tea-kettle until I came to rest face down.

      “Ow,” I muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Roy grabbed Krisan as she came through the door and spun her toward the bathroom. The whole family was almost out the little window over the toilet. They just needed another minute.

      He turned back around in time to see Seraph shield check Madi through the wall. Roy stepped out and fired the shotgun at Seraph’s feet, causing her to flinch. She turned her piercing bright eyes on him.

      “She’s trying to save lives, you idiot. Maybe you should too?” he called out to her.

      Ignoring him, the hero leaped through the hole she had created, chasing after Madi.

      Roy glanced at the people he was protecting, then in the direction Madi had gone. He hoped she would be okay, but he needed to protect the Landsbergers and Krisan. Madi would have to look after herself.
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        * * *

      

      She came at me again, her face a mask of rage and her sword burning. It wasn’t bright with light like before; it was actually on fire.

      I dodged the first swing, reached out to shadow step, and… I couldn’t. The light blazed around her burned like a magnesium flare. With her wings arched out to either side, there were no shadows for me to step into.

      Her sword came down again, igniting the air and ground behind me. Her eyes dripped flames like her tears were made of the stuff. Heat rolled off of her and the ground around us ignited.

      This was bad.

      Of all my least favorite ways to die, burning alive was at the very top of the list. I rolled to the side, barely avoiding her flaming sword. The blade passed a hair’s breadth away from me and the heat singed my skin. Something hard dug into my side as I came up to a knee. Reaching into my pocket I pulled out the handle of the blade from the black knight I’d fought at the mall.

      Hell, it’s worth a shot, I thought.

      “Spice, can you make this thing work?” I asked. Seraph leaped up, wings out wide as she burst into flames, her body sheathed in them.

      “Why won’t you die!” Seraph cried out.

      “Madi—,” Spice said from across the yard, well outside the light cast by the hero.

      “—I’m a little busy,” I replied. Was it my imagination or was Seraph getting faster?

      “—I don’t know how to make the sword work, but… something is wrong with her. Look!” Spice said. She pointed at Seraph’s wings, at a splotch of blackness on the white feathers.

      Seraph turned her head to Spice, and grinned savagely as she leaped at my “sister.” In all the trying not to die, I’d forgotten she could see Spice, even affect her.

      She pulled her sword back to plunge it through a motionless Spice.

      “NO!” I screamed, running forward and leaping between them. The sword burned as it sliced through my spine and my whole body lit on fire.

      Seraph cackled in glee as she pinned me to the ground and leaned on her sword, pulsing fire through it.

      Oh Lord did it hurt.

      But… she wasn’t doing the thing she had done last time where she tried to separate Spice and me. She was just… burning me. Pain overwhelmed me as my body burst into flames. Hair gone, my clothes crumbled to dust, my skin cracked and I screamed with no words as the heat scorched my lungs.

      How I was conscious was beyond me. I wished to God I wasn’t.
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        * * *

      

      For a moment, Roy thought Madisun would win. She was faster than Seraph, stronger, and certainly more committed than the self-appointed judge. Then Seraph flared like a spotlight and Roy’s heart sank. With that much light on Madi, she wouldn’t be able to teleport.

      Krisan was with the Landsbergers. They would be safe for the moment. That just left Madi. If Seraph killed her, then not only would the Landsbergers be in danger, Roy would never get to apologize for not waiting longer. Decision made, he ran out the hole Seraph had made with Madi’s body. He let out a cry as he saw what the supposed hero was doing. Madi writhed in agony, face a mask of pain as her skin burned away. Bits of her flesh and muscles were gone and he could see bones gleaming white as fire slowly, painfully unmade her.

      “Stop,” he yelled trying to get Seraph’s attention.

      Nothing.

      The heat of the flames was unlike anything he’d ever felt. A circle thirty-feet across burned around the two women. He couldn’t get close enough for Seraph to hear him over the conflagration.

      “Crap,” he muttered. Shouldering the shotgun, he aimed for her legs, though the heat blur made it hard to see exactly where those were. Once he thought he had a bead, he fired. Boom, the shotgun roared. Then again, and a third time.

      Seraph tumbled on the third shot, her fire going out like a snuffed candle.

      “Madi,” he yelled as he tried to get closer to her. The ground glowed with absorbed heat. Even though the source was gone, the residual was enough to make it feel like a furnace. Did she move? It was hard to tell, but maybe.

      Bullets ripped the air around him and he spun, firing the shotgun in response and hitting a Vory in the chest, crumpling him to the ground. Roy was in the open; he couldn’t stay to make sure Madi was okay. He was going to have to rely on her to take care of herself.

      He took off running as fast as he could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      This sort of thing was so far outside her bailiwick, Krisan had no idea what to do. She and the members of the Landsberger family ran as silently as they could down the side street. The crappy neighborhood Madi called home wasn’t the kind of place they could just stop and knock on a door for help.

      Worse, in all the confusion she’d left her phone on the couch. Without it, she couldn’t use her powers or call for help.

      “Which way?” Enrique asked. He turned and grabbed the mousy-haired woman’s hand and yanked on it several times.

      Krisan blinked, trying to recall how to head to someplace with more lights, maybe a cafe with a wireless signal she could hijack. Without her phone, though, no maps. This is ridiculous. I shouldn’t be this dependent on my stupid phone. Literally anyone can take it away! She chided herself for her lack of foresight. Not that it did her any good at the moment.

      “Uh, west?” she said.

      He looked around, eyes not finding anything that would point to the west. “It’s dark. Which way is west?” he asked.

      Krisan stopped, spinning a slow circle, trying to figure it out for herself. She had no idea. “That way.” She pointed between a row of low-income houses. Enrique grabbed his mom’s hand and they all ran off together.
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to die. Pain sent me into a fit of convulsions. Not all my muscles had reformed, leaving me crawling along the ground toward the body of a dead Vory thug.

      “There,” a man yelled from somewhere.

      Bullets ripped through the air, blasting the ground around me. I felt them hit my back, my body shuddering from the impact. Of course, all the nerves on the surface of my body were already overloaded with pain. I wanted to scream, to cry out… anything. But I couldn’t. Instead, I ground my teeth together behind a lip-less mouth until my hand found the dead man’s tacvest.

      Thank God for small favors.

      I palmed the frag grenade the man had hanging off his vest, pulled the pin and popped the spoon. It flew away on a spring-loaded trajectory. I counted to three before flinging it in the direction of the closest Vory hitman.

      “Grenade!” he yelled too late. The explosion flattened the area, showering me with hot debris and a pressure wave that popped my ears.

      I relieved the body of his PP-2000 and took one step before coming to a cold stop. Seraph’s legs were a bloody mess. She wailed as she clawed at the ground, trying to get away from me. Her face was a mask of pain and tears. I raised the gun and pointed it at her. Pain clouded my judgment and all I saw was a threat.

      “Madi, no!” Spice yelled.

      My finger quivered over the trigger. Seraph’s pain-struck face filled the sights. It would be easy to kill her. She had almost killed Krisan, not to mention me. What if she secretly worked for the Vory? Then I wouldn’t be killing a hero but a traitor.

      Spice appeared next to her. “No Madi, don’t. You were right,” she said.

      My mouth hung open at the proclamation. Not only had Spice said I was right, but she was defending Seraph. I tried to speak but my throat and lungs were still barely functioning. Spice accelerated my healing, causing me to cough for a moment.

      “Why?” I asked. The fog of pain began to subside and my thoughts took on a semblance of normal.

      “She’s not what I thought,” Spice said. “If you kill her, they’ll come for you. And I don’t want to find a new host…” she finished with an impish grin.

      “So Seraph isn’t the big bad you thought? That’s great,” I said deadpan. “She kicked our butt even with the power you saved up.” I realized I still had the SMG pointed at the helpless hero.

      A crack of thunder rolled through the night sky as the first drops of rain fell, splashing against my cheek. They sizzled as they hit the circle of ground still radiating heat from Seraph’s flames.

      Out of the darkness, a dozen Vory goons with automatic weapons encircled us.

      “I want you to know, I’m gonna save your life, but I don’t want to,” I told her. Power flooded through me and in a heartbeat I was fully healed and clothed. I slipped my red scarf over my mouth and nose. Light flared around me in a blue nimbus and I vanished.

      I hid in the shadows fifty feet away, watching what they would do. Seraph tried to summon her power, but she was either too hurt or too drained from her excessive display to form even the simplest of weapons. For a moment I had wondered if she worked with them. From the looks of it, though, they were using her as a distraction. Seraph’s rage had gotten the better of her and the Vory took advantage.

      The leader of the group said something in Russian, and they all laughed. Yep, they were going to kill her.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” I muttered.

      Running forward, I leaped into a kick, shadow-stepping to the closest man. My heel hit him in the temple and he went down. I landed on top of him, put a round through his head, and rolled forward. The PP-2000 emptied in a heartbeat as I unloaded it on the next man. Before he fell I was running at the third guy, throwing the gun at him.

      I slammed into him as he recovered from the gun hitting him in the face. The rest of his friends realized what was going on and opened fire, ignoring Seraph as they tried to kill me. I used the thug as a shield, letting him absorb the bullets while I pulled his combat knife and pistol from the holster on his waist.

      SMG’s clicked empty all around me. Holding the body with one hand, I hurled the knife as hard as I could at the farthest thug. The heavy blade twirled end over end, slicing through the rain to slam into his chest and send him flying.

      I shoved the body I held toward the next guy while shadow-stepping away. The distraction lasted long enough for me to appear behind him. I grabbed his chin and head from behind and twisted until it popped. Five down, seven to go.

      Maybe less. Three of the Russians took off running. They weren’t retreating—they were running. I couldn’t help but smile. Fear is a powerful weapon and I wield it well.

      The last four finished reloading and sprayed me down with bullets. I rolled forward, disappearing into the shadows as they shot where I had been.

      Re-appearing in front of one, I tackled him. We hit the ground and I shot him twice in the chest and once in the head as I rolled over him. A big man with a pointy mustache yelled something in Russian and the three remaining thugs yanked grenades off their harnesses and pulled the pins.

      Things were getting real. I charged right at them. The grenades flew through the air in lazy arcs, and I could see their trajectory as they splashed through the rain. I grabbed the first one, spun, and tossed it right back at the surprised thrower. The second one was almost at me when I batted it out of the air to the side.

      The explosion from the first one blanketed the area with shrapnel and flattened the poor bastard who’d thrown it. The second one went off a moment later.

      Where was the…

      Crap,” I muttered.

      The third guy was smart. He’d held onto it longer, letting me get distracted with the first two before rolling the third one at me like a bowling ball. In movies, grenades always explode in a fireball. But the reality is the explosion cracks like a whip.

      Fragments sprayed out in a globe and the air pressure slapped me like a car. My flesh shredded under the assault and I went flying backward. Lucky for me, I had plenty of energy saved up. My wounds closed, expelling the fragments before I was finished rolling back to my feet.

      “Clever,” I growled. I would have let him live as an example, but the three guys who tore out of here were more than enough to make the rest of these idiots quake in fear. Seeing me take a grenade and get back up was enough to break him. He took off running. I ran, leaped, shadow-stepped, and came down on his back, driving his head into the ground and shattering his skull.

      Rain poured down in waves, soaking me and everything else out in the open. I turned to see Seraph crawling toward the closest house. Red and blue lights flashed off the nearby houses and apartments as sirens filled the air.

      I glanced around the yard, using my Wraith sight to make sure the threats were gone. When I was satisfied, I walked over to Seraph and knelt next to her. “You see,” I said as I pulled my scarf down. “The people I kill are all bad.”

      Seraph’s eyes were wide with something new. In the past when I’d seen her there was a degree of righteous anger—as if her rage could kill me. This time, there was fear. “Finish me if you will,” she said through pain gritted teeth. Afraid she might be, but she was still brave—or maybe stupid.

      I shook my head. “Have you heard nothing I’ve said? Seen what I’ve done? I don’t kill good people. Hell, I don’t even kill mildly bad people. Look around you, Angel. These are hardcore Russian mobsters. Controlled by the mayor, I might add. They had automatic weapons and grenades. They ain’t some kid knocking over a 7-11 with a pocket knife.”

      I pulled the scarf back up and my eyes flared blue as my voice took on its reverberation. “Keep coming after me if you must, but I won’t… I can’t… kill you. Or anyone else who isn’t dripping with the blood of innocents.”
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        * * *

      

      Screeching tires told Krisan she’d chosen the wrong direction. A black SUV slid to a halt in front of them and men disgorged, grabbing the family. She held Enrique’s hand tight as the men shoved both of them into the back of the vehicle.

      “It’s okay, Enrique,” she assured the young man.

      A moment later they were off, heading to the bridge that crossed Lake Pontchartrain. The masked men held their pistols on the huddled family that was literally stacked into the back. Krisan cast her eyes down, trying not to smile. They didn’t know about her powers; if they had, they wouldn’t all be carrying phones. She activated the closest one and sent a quick message to Madi and Roy, letting them know what happened. Following that, she triggered the GPS in all their phones and followed along where they were going with her power.

      At the very least, Madi would know exactly where to find them. Then there would be hell to pay.
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        * * *

      

      Roy’s knee gave out on him as he ran flat out trying to catch the speeding SUV. As he fell, he managed to fling himself sideways onto the dirt lawn, rolling to a stop in the rain and mud, breathing hard. I am a long way from my Ranger days, he thought as he stared up at the night sky.

      “You okay?” Wraith said, standing above him. Her glowing blue eyes faded as she held her hand out to help him up.

      “Thanks. Yeah,” he said as he heaved up. “They got the family… and Krisan,” he said. Whatever they wanted with the family, it was serious enough to go to war in New Orleans over it. He doubted they would kill Krisan. She was good at making people see things her way.

      Madisun pressed her lips together, a hard look crossing her face as the rain ran down her cheeks in rivulets. “Well, if I wasn’t going to kill them before, I sure am now,” she said with a shrug. “Come on. I need my phone.” She turned and moved back toward her apartment.

      “I’ll meet you there,” Roy said to her departing back. He needed a moment to rest and then find his car—he wasn’t walking the mile back to Madi’s place.
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        * * *

      

      Cops were everywhere, which wasn’t good for me. I needed my backup phone—the one I had on me had been turned to so much melted plastic by Seraph.

      A NOLA general ambulance had its back doors open, facing the ruins of my apartment as they wheeled Seraph out on a gurney. She looked bad, probably from blood loss. A twinge of guilt hit me, I know it shouldn’t have, but it did. I wanted nothing to do with superheroes or their battles, yet they wouldn’t seem to leave me alone. They refused to do anything about the crime and evil plaguing the city, yet came after me the moment I did.

      I stopped by a fire truck and snagged a coat, wrapping it around my shoulders. As long as I was quick and looked like I belonged, no one would pay too much attention. Not with the rain coming down in buckets and the wind blowing.

      I was glad for the rain. It kept the fire Seraph started from spreading and masked me at the same time. None of the police or firemen looked twice as I slipped inside the ruin of my living room. The papers Krisan had printed out were soaked and illegible. The back room looked relatively untouched except for the bullet holes peppering the walls. I walked right in, went to the closet, and stuck my hand above the shelf. My emergency phone was right where I left it.

      Backups for everything was an important rule. Krisan had set up a universal phone number for me. It didn’t matter what phone I had, all I needed to do was call one specific number and it would link the phone, forwarding all my calls and texts whenever I received them. It paid to keep her around.

      Turning around, I ran right into a cop. He knelt beside my bed, pulling out a box of ammo for the shotgun, letting out a low whistle when he opened the lid.

      “Holy crap, who lived here, huh? This is the third box of ammo we’ve found and—” His voice died off as he looked up. Other than the jacket, I wasn’t disguised. His eyes went wide with recognition. He opened his mouth, then very carefully shut it.

      “Anything back there, Clark?” an authoritative voice said from the front room.

      “Nothing yet, Detective,” the officer in front of me said. “Nothing at all.”

      I gave him a smile, turned, and went out through the bathroom, using the little window to shadow step outside. Once outside, I walked with purpose for the side street, ditching the jacket as I went—no need to keep any evidence.

      Roy pulled to a stop in his car, leaning over and pushing the passenger door open.

      “Where to?” he asked.

      “That’s a good question. Head for Krisan’s office and I’ll tell you.” I pulled the phone out and hit the autodial. The line rang, then connected and a message popped up on the screen a moment later.

      

      Accept location sharing? Y/N

      

      I hit “Y.” The screen updated and low-and-behold, the map showed me right where they had taken my friend and the Landsbergers.

      I was going to need more guns. Which meant Krisan won, dammit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      Roy didn’t argue with me when I told him to stay put after he dropped me off at the Corvette I’d acquired from the Russian pimp. He hid the pain in his leg well, but we both knew he wasn’t in any shape to assist me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “I like you, you like me, and we had fun together. But you didn’t get all weird when I came back. I’m truly glad you and Krisan found some happiness together.”

      “Ha. You just didn’t give me time to get weird. I wanted to say… I’m sorry. Maybe I should have waited longer for you, but—” he shrugged.

      “Roy, we dated for a few months. No one signed up for a lifetime commitment. Waiting a year for your dead girlfriend to come back to life seems a little extreme.”

      He cracked a smile. “When you put it like that,” he said.

      I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Just remember to be good to her, because vengeance is kind of my specialty.”

      “Go get ‘em,” he said.

      The rain hadn’t let up in the half-hour since we’d left my place. Which I didn’t mind at all. Rain muffled noise and reduced visibility. The Vory were in my playground—time to teach them to stay the hell out of New Orleans.

      There was just one problem.

      I revved the Corvette’s engine, pressing the gas in time with my heartbeat while I thought through what I needed to do.

      By putting the weapons cache next to their graves, Krisan had all but guaranteed I’d have to face my family and my past. Ever since I’d come back, their memory haunted me. Especially Charles. We were best friends until he died.

      I’d long ago come to terms with his death. Or at least I thought I had. My dreams of late suggested otherwise. Was I really over his death? Or was I just telling myself I was?

      I’d find out soon enough.

      According to the GPS blinking away on my backup phone, they had come to a stop at Fort Pike. They must have taken the long way to get there, thinking they’d spot me if I followed them. Which meant they had no idea about Krisan’s powers. And which meant they didn’t know I was coming—advantage to me.

      The words I had read while training with Joseph came back to me in a flash. I remembered everything he made me read. He made sure of it:

      

      In conflict, direct confrontation will lead to engagement and surprise will lead to victory.

      

      Sun Tzu, wise yesterday and today.

      The wipers worked on overdrive as I sped toward my fate. My thoughts were overly dramatic, but my dreams of late had left me with an uneasy feeling.

      Water splashed away from the tires as I stopped. Not bothering to turn the car off, I hopped out. Ignoring the driving rain, I stormed down the path toward the weapons cache. “Spice.” Calling out to her was second nature these days.

      “I’m here, Madi.” She was, with a school uniform and umbrella, walking beside me in the rain like we were visiting our parents together.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I passed the mausoleum with the weapons and went right to their site, determined to get this over with and put it behind me. Once again, I was wrong. There were five graves before me.

      Alexander E. Dumas, Husband and Father.

      Nadia L. Dumas, beloved Mother and Friend.

      Sara M. Dumas.

      Charles A. Dumas, taken too soon.

      Madisun N. Dumas

      

      There was no quote next to mine. Why did I have a gravestone there? It was as if whoever had settled the affairs of our estate… Oh.

      “You piece of garbage,” I muttered. Dropping to my knees in the rain I raged against the injustice. Henry, of all people, Henry, my ex-husband, had managed our estate. His final blow to me even though he’d died by his own hand over a year before. He knew that no matter what, I was dead. Either I would die in the hospital or shortly after waking up. Why not save some hassle and order the gravestone ahead of time?

      Bastard.
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        * * *

      

      Sofia glided through the hospital with a smile on her face. This was the second time she’d visited the place in the last two weeks; this time she truly looked forward to it.

      A pair of armed guards stood outside the hero's door and they snapped to attention as she approached. “No visitors—” the first one said.

      “Except for me,” Sofia finished for him. Confusion passed over his face for a brief second then he smiled like she was an old friend. He even opened the door for her.

      The lights were low and the room was filled with the sounds of beeping machines. Rachel’s legs were in silicone casts, with life-saving nutrients pumped into them in an attempt to heal the wounds as fast as possible. The angelic woman moaned in pain as Sofia entered.

      This is perfect, she thought. Between the manipulation I’ve already done, the painkillers, and her own rage… should be a piece of cake to finish the job. She sat down next to the pale woman, placing one hand over hers.

      “Oh, Rachel, what did she do to you?” she whispered, worry and concern in her voice as if she actually cared.

      Rachel mumbled something unintelligible.

      “Shh,” Sofia quieted her. She put a hand on her head as if to comfort her. “It’s not your fault they let her get away with this. It’s not your fault you aren’t strong enough to stop her,” she said.

      Rachel’s eyes grew, her face turning red. The beeping of the machines accelerated into a cacophony of alarms.

      “If only you could be stronger, but I suppose we can’t all be. It’s okay. I’m sure no one looks down on you for your failure.”

      Light seeped out of Seraph’s every pore.

      Sofia grinned inwardly. Up to this point she hadn’t used any of her power, simply manipulated the poor woman by feeding her anger and impotence—two very powerful emotions. “You have no reason to feel humiliated, or embarrassed. The news has shown the footage and they have been very complimentary.” It was a calculated lie. With Seraph in her current state, Sofia was fairly certain it would go unnoticed. No one saw the battle between the vigilante and the angel. Knowing her defeat was televised, though, would deepen the shame she felt.

      As Seraph’s eyes seeped with dark light, Sofia knew she was on the right track.
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        * * *

      

      The door opened and mom smiled at me from inside. She wrapped me in a warm hug. It was just like before. I luxuriated in her arms, not wanting it to end.

      “Madi!” Spice said from the stairs.

      It wasn’t real. I knew that. It was another dream—or hallucination. I let it go on, though, not wanting to disturb the last few moments with my family.

      Everything played the same. Dad, with his disapproving attitude, mom with her attempt to make peace, and Sara… my Spice Cake doing her best to defend me.

      What wasn’t right, though, was Charles. Not the adult he would be, but still the eleven-year-old who died the night we ventured too close to the superhuman battle a block away from the party we weren’t supposed to be at.

      He wasn’t the only difference. Next to me at the table was a sword, dripping with blood. I looked down and saw I had on my leather, along with the red scarf I used to disguise my face.

      “I can’t believe you’re killing people, Wraith,” Dad said.

      I shook my head. I felt like we’d had this conversation a million times. “If I don’t bring them to justice, they won’t have any,” I said.

      He glanced at Charles and Sara before leaning forward on his elbows and glaring at me. “It’s not your place to bring justice. All you’re doing is fulfilling a selfish need for revenge,” he declared.

      I shook my head, sending dreadlocks flying around. “No,” I stated. “Revenge is about making myself feel better by inflicting pain on others. This isn’t that. This is justice, dad. Just like you taught me. People who have committed horrible crimes, people who will never get what they deserve. Isn’t that what justice is? You do something terrible, and a terrible thing happens to you? Well, guess what? A terrible thing happened to all of us. ISO-1, the aliens, the Vory—they will never see government justice, but they will see mine.” My eyes flared blue and the table lit up from the nimbus of power around me.

      “Justice, Madi?” Charles asked.

      I wasn’t going to let this happen again. I didn’t know why my brain was doing this to me. Why my memories of Charles mingled with the day everyone else died.

      “Yes, Charles. Justice. I’m sorry you died. There isn’t a day that goes by that I’m not sorry. You made your choice, though. I tried to stop you and you went anyway.”

      “I wouldn’t have been there if not for you,” he said.

      He was right. I dragged him to that party, thinking it would be really cool. What did I know? I was a kid. “No, you wouldn’t have, but… I didn’t make you go see the fight. I wasn’t the one who dropped a building on you. I won’t feel responsible for this anymore.” Tears leaked out of my eyes as I spoke. I had, for so long, felt like his death was my fault. Somehow that had leaked into feeling responsible for the rest of my family's deaths. As if there was anything Madi could have done to save them. I was a model, not a killer. Even if I’d had a gun, I couldn’t have stopped them.

      The truth was simple. None of it was my responsibility. The guilt I felt was survivor's guilt. It poisoned me. Weakened me.

      No more.

      I looked at everyone at the table, the image wavering as my conscious mind asserted control. “Goodbye,” I whispered. “I won’t see you again.”

      My eyes opened. Rain poured down, running down my face and washing the tears away. I had done it. Whatever was left of the old Madi, she was gone. I wouldn’t feel guilt over their deaths anymore.

      “Feel better?” Spice asked.

      I nodded. “You know I do.”

      Resting my hand on dad’s grave, I gave it one last look. I wouldn’t be back. There was only one thing left to do. I grabbed a rock off the ground and knelt in front of my headstone, and carved the same date the rest of my family died.

      Madisun Dumas was gone.

      Only the Wraith remained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      Krisan fidgeted her fingers. With her hands tied behind her back and a hood over her face, it was difficult for her to remain still. She could hear Grigor shouting in Spanish at the family, followed by a slap of flesh on flesh as he hit them.

      “Dónde está el tesoro?” Grigor yelled in Spanish. Where’s the gold?

      Krisan giggled. He spoke their language like he was using translation software. He must think they know the physical location of the treasure. Unless their grandpa told them, it would be unlikely. Krisan focused on her power, reaching out to the nearest cell phone and—

      Nothing happened. When she used her ability she felt a tingle in the back of her head, like an antenna activating locating a wireless network. Yet this time when she tried to use it… nothing.

      Her powers weren’t working. Why weren’t they working? Should she panic? That wasn’t like her. Krisan had investigated some of the most dangerous individuals in North America. On more than one occasion they had tried to kill her. ISO-1 even tried to force her to commit suicide. Panic just wasn’t an emotion that came easy to her. Neither did fear.

      Curiosity, on the other hand… that came easy. “Who’s blocking superpowers from working?” she asked.

      The yelling and slapping stopped, suddenly. Someone marched over to her and grabbed her face, jerking it around while squeezing her jaw.

      “Don’t be stupid,” she said in Russian.

      The hand froze. The hood came off in a flourish and she was looking up at Grigor’s face. He snarled at her. Whatever building they were in was old, made of wood, and smelled of mold.

      “You speak Russian?” he asked.

      “You figured that out all on your own? You must be the leader,” she said in Russian. “With your inability to grasp the obvious, how did you manage to win the election?”

      Having access to the Internet in her head allowed her to do a great many things in her spare time. Including learning languages. Of course, she already spoke a couple before her powers triggered.

      He slapped her across the face. Her eyes unfocused for a moment as the blow stunned her. “Not so snappy now,” he said.

      “Is that why you don’t have any superpowered goons? You have some kind of nullification field?” she asked after her senses came back to her.

      He paused, hand up to hit her again. “You’re pretty smart for an American,” he said. “You have powers, then?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are they?” he asked.

      She smirked, still speaking Russian, “I have the power to turn you into a moron… Look! It still works.”

      A few of his men chuckled from behind. He glared at them before slapping Krisan again. This time she tasted blood.

      “Leave her alone,” Enrique yelled.

      “Oh, you like her?” Grigor said. He pulled a knife out from his jacket and held it to Krisan’s throat. “Tell me where the gold is or I’ll kill her.”

      She decided he meant his threat. As far as he knew, she wasn’t worthwhile to keep around and only useful as leverage. When he pressed the blade against her skin hard enough to draw blood, she decided to change the status quo.

      “They don’t know where it is,” she said.

      “Of course they do. Heinrich Von Landsberger immigrated to Argentina. His name is all over the registries we found. The portion your friend with the glowing blue eyes didn’t destroy, that is. He’s the last person to know where it was going. He wouldn’t have died not telling his family,” Grigor explained.

      “No. I mean they don’t know. Maybe he told them, maybe he didn’t, but his wife and son are dead, and if they had known, then his family wouldn’t have been living in a shack in Argentina. Enrique barely remembers his Grandfather. All he did was play sudoku puzzles on the porch. You’re barking up the wrong tree if you think they know. Of course, you’re a dog, so that—”

      He slapped her again.

      Grigor removed the knife from her throat and walked over to talk to one of his men. Krisan imagined he was conferring with them on what to do. They were after gold, but the list contained a lot more than gold. According to Roy, gold, art, gems—all kinds of valuables were stolen. The hoard could be worth billions at this point. Since people would kill for thousands, orchestrating a plan to take over a city didn’t seem much of a stretch with billions on the line.

      But where was the treasure and why Louisiana? If only she could access her powers. With the info she just learned, maybe she could narrow it down.

      He wasn’t far enough away, though. She glanced at Enrique. For his part, he looked like he was holding up. He held his mother’s hand and comforted her and the rest of his family. They had to know how screwed they were. Even if they knew the location of the gold, the Vory weren’t going to let them live.

      It wouldn’t be here, though. It would be in Germany. Not stored in some easily accessible warehouse in New Orleans. Sure, she was a port city. But WW2 had ended over seventy-five years before. More likely, the gold was in a Swiss bank account collecting percentage for the “neutral” bankers who grew rich on Nazi stolen wealth.

      “Why do you think it’s in Louisiana?” she asked.

      “What?” Grigor replied.

      “Why do you think it’s here and not in Germany or Switzerland? Why here?” she asked. She switched to English for Enrique’s sake.

      Grigor glared at her. “Why should I tell you anything?”

      “Listen, you might have noticed I’m not going anywhere. I like puzzles. It’s why I’m a reporter. I’ll make you a deal. You don’t kill them or me,” she said with a nod to Enrique’s family, “and I’ll help you find your Nazi gold.”

      He weighed the decision, looking between her and the family. He walked over to a duffel bag on the floor and pulled out a cloth sack. It was heavy—she could tell from the way he moved while carrying it. Once in front of her, he revealed the bar of gold inside, stamped with the Reich eagle and swastika.

      “Pretty,” she said.

      “I first learned of the Landsberger gold a decade ago. Billions, maybe trillions worth, all hidden in America by a German officer who was in charge of the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg at the close of the war. The last officer to sign for it was their patriarch, Heinrich.” Grigor produced a paper layered in plastic and written in German. “He put it on an unnamed cargo ship, disguised as an American hospital ship. It left Hamburg on May 2, 1945.”

      Krisan wrinkled her nose, trying not to sneeze in the damp air. “This is an excellent story, but all you have is an old paper. You don’t even know it was gold… What if they were sending weapons or supplies? Anything could have been on that ship.”

      Grigor shook his head and lifted the gold. “Taking into account the time to cross the Atlantic from the North Sea, just two hospital ships came to America. We’ve already ruled the other one out. That leaves just the one that docked in New Orleans. It has to be here.”

      “I hate to state the obvious,” she said, “but if someone did find all that treasure it’s not like they would tell anyone.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve expended considerable resources on this, woman. I know it’s out there. Sitting around, waiting to be taken. With that gold, I will lead a new American Vory and take control of all criminal activities in the hemisphere. Nothing will be beyond my reach.”

      The gleam in his eye told her he’d dreamed about the gold entirely too much.

      Could she, though? Find the gold? Maybe.

      “Okay, listen up, Ivan. I need you to go however far away you need to go so I can use my powers. I promise to help you find the gold. Lord knows you could use it since He didn’t see fit to give you any looks worth speaking of.”

      He growled in impotent rage at her continued mocking.

      “Fine,” he said. He stormed over to Enrique and grabbed the boy by the neck, dragging him to the far wall. “You have five minutes to tell me where my gold is. After that, I break his neck. Every five minutes after that, I kill another one until only you are left.”

      “Got it,” she said.

      Once he was fifty feet away, she felt the buzz of wireless signals touching her brain. She closed her eyes and pushed her ability out, accessing them. She absolutely would keep her end of the bargain, but she would also tell Madi where they were at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the Mausoleum, mouth open, jaw slack. She didn’t just buy me a couple of guns; she bought me an entire armory. Dozens of rifles, carbines, SMGs, pistols, swords, knives, grenades, and tactical gear decorated the inside. She even found someone who sold anti-tank weapons. They were older, LAW rocket style, but I imagined they still did the trick.

      “Krisan really came through,” Spice said.

      “Yes, she did.” I shrugged off my coat and got to work. There were two limiting factors to how much a person could carry: weight and mobility. One wasn’t a problem. When I was charged up, and I was, I could carry a thousand pounds of gear no problem.

      The other, though, did affect me. Twin shoulder holsters went over my long-sleeved shirt. I slid identical old-school 1911’s in them, along with four mags for each. The .45 was a big gun and would do the trick up close and personal. A belt of throwing knives went on over my hips, followed by two serrated Ka-Bars on my back.

      I was starting to feel a little stiff from the added metal and decided that was enough for inside my coat.

      From there I grabbed an AR-15 style carbine, chambered in .45 acp. It wouldn’t have the range of a rifle, but I do close combat anyway. On top of all that, I stuffed enough loaded mags in my pockets to fight a war.

      “Don’t forget a sword,” Spice said from the door. “I like the sword kills.”

      I pulled the hilt of the energy sword out of my pocket and showed it to her.

      “Then make this work,” I said.

      She frowned. “I’ll try, but it’s not like I can do anything I want,” she said.

      “I have faith that you’ll figure it out.”

      Time to go get my friend.

      I dumped everything in the Vette, closed the door, and tore out of the parking lot, spraying water as I went.  Wet roads and fast cars don’t normally mix. With my reflexes amped to the nth degree, I could handle a lot more speed than the normal person.
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        * * *

      

      Krisan decided trying to find a record of the ship was pointless. Thousands of ships came through New Orleans at the end of World War II. Maybe Grigor was right about the dates, but he wasn’t sure.

      Hospital ships were a bit more rare, but nothing said they stayed a hospital ship. She was about to try a different tack when a name popped up: USS HOPE.

      She ran a check on the name. There was an official USS Hope, and the Naval list placed it in the Philippines at the time. So how were there two ships named Hope?  And which one was real?

      She checked the US registry and decided the one in the Philippines was real. Which meant… the USS Hope that docked in New Orleans was the fake one. What happened to it?

      In her electronic world, time passed ever so slowly. What seemed like hours to her was minutes in the real world. Minutes that ticked down as she scoured the Internet for clues.

      Until only seconds were left.

      “Your time is up. I’m killing him,” Grigor said.

      “Wait,” Krisan yelled, snapping her eyes open. “I found it. But you’re not going to believe where it is.”
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        * * *

      

      Fort Pike was an ancient collection of fortifications held over from who knew when. I certainly didn’t. Why the Vory chose that as their hideout was beyond me.

      Other than it was on a thin strip of land, with easily controlled access points, and closed to the public.

      Okay, that made more sense. They knew who was coming and when, while not having to worry about any random visitors showing up.

      I went around the long way. It took some extra time, but driving in from the North I would have the high ground of Rigolet’s bridge to attack from.

      The Corvette slid to a halt on the bridge. Horns honked behind me but I didn’t care. They could go around. From the side of the bridge, I looked down over the fort. There were people there. Even in the driving rain, I could see several cars—including SUVs parked in the closed lot. A metal security gate blocked the only entrance and I saw a pair of guards under the overhang.

      This was it. I got back in the car and drove down the bridge to the main road. When the turn for Pike came up, I jerked the car around the corner and onto the dirt road.

      I floored it. The engine roared as I approached the gate. Mid-engine sports cars weren’t designed for rough terrain, or for ramming closed security gates. The speedometer hit sixty and I opened the door, waited until the gate filled the windshield, and jumped out.

      A hundred grand worth of sports car slammed into the metal gate, flipped up, and rolled end-over-end in a cartwheel of shredding plastic and metal. It crashed into the closest SUV, erupting into a massive fireball, lighting the night sky.

      I rolled to my feet, holding the rocket launcher against my back to keep it from banging around. Fire raged in the rain as the two vehicles burned. I ran through the open gate, grabbed the closest guard, and slammed his head into the side of my knee. Twisting, I heaved him at the second guy and was on him in a heartbeat, riding both their bodies to the ground and finishing them with a skull-cracking whack.

      My Wraith senses were in overdrive and despite the rain, I could see perfectly. I felt every life around me and each one called out to me. The vast majority of them were in the old fort—my target. I ran, feet pounding on the gravel. I would have gone for pure stealth, but time was running out and I needed to end this. With Spice’s saved power and the armory Krisan bought for me, I was ready.

      The roof of the old wooden fort loomed. Triggering my shadow step, I vanished between the shadows and reappeared in a crouch on the roof. Scanning the area, I focused my senses on any signs of life. Other than a couple of seagulls huddling in the eves, it was clear and I ran for the nearest access hatch. I winced as it squeaked open. I dropped into the darkness, hitting the ground fifty feet below.

      Lights flared to life, illuminating the entire area. Krisan and the Landsbergers were nowhere to be seen. There were plenty of Vory thugs, though.

      I dropped the rocket launcher on the ground. I wasn’t going to need it for this. Cracking my neck, I looked around, letting my power flare through my eyes as I pulled the scarf up over my nose.

      “Who dies first?”
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        * * *

      

      Krisan grumbled as the hood went over her head.

      “Come on, I’m helping,” she complained.

      No one responded.

      Strong hands grabbed her upper arms and shoved her into a vehicle. A hand went on her head to prevent her from hitting her skull on the door frame.

      They pushed her down and strapped her seatbelt on for her. A small body was placed next to hers: Enrique.

      “Don’t worry, Enrique,” she said. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “How can you know?” he asked.

      “Oh, this happens all the time. The Wraith will save us,” she said with confidence born of experience.

      “You know I can hear you, right?” Grigor said from somewhere in front of her.

      “Listen, Greg, can I call you Greg?”

      “No—”

      “Great! Greg, you read the stories I wrote about her, right? She’s an unstoppable killing machine who lives only to bring scumbags like you to justice. I mean, you literally set up shop in her backyard then proceeded to piss her off. You might as well eat a bullet now, because when she finds you… well, she’s the Wraith…” Krisan let her voice fade away.

      The silence answering her spoke volumes.

      “You know when I said I wanted to live with you?” Enrique asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “I changed my mind. I want to go home.”

      “Don’t sweat it, kid. Greg here is ten minutes from sleeping with the fishes, then we’ll get you and your family on a plane back to Spain,” she said.

      “Argentina,” he said.

      “Sure, let’s go with that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Roy returned to his little studio down by the mighty Mississippi. His knee ached, his left arm barely worked, and his head pounded. He needed aspirin, an ice pack, and a beer, in reverse order.

      He limped over to the little fridge and dug out the drink, then the aspirin. He downed half the bottle and a handful of painkillers before digging out the blue icepack from the freezer. As he sat down in the lumpy brown recliner his phone buzzed.

      Wincing, he shifted his weight and pulled it out:

      

      Krisan: Roy, struck gold. WW2 Museum! Bring a sniper rifle.

      

      Where the hell would he get a sniper rifle? Did she think because he was a veteran he had an arsenal laying around—

      His phone buzzed again, this time with an address.

      

      Krisan: Weapons here.

      

      He harrumphed. Of course she had a weapons cache.  Roy sat in his chair for a few more minutes, finishing his beer and letting the aspirin kick in. Once it had, he heaved himself up and shambled to the door. The ache in his knee turning to a dull burning sensation. The rain hadn’t let up since it started and he was soaked by the time he made it to the car. He was sore, tired, and ready to call it quits, but the girls needed him.
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        * * *

      

      The SUV skidded to a halt, jerking Krisan against her seatbelt. The rain continued to pound on the vehicle as the doors opened and rough hands dragged her out of the back. “You know, if you took the hood off I could walk a lot better,” she said,

      “If you try anything, I assure you the boy dies first.”

      She nodded.

      He pulled the hood off her, revealing their location. The National World War II museum’s square shape and concrete walls made it look like a bunker. With the wind, driving rain, and late hour, the streets were empty. Wavering pools of light wrapped around the streetlights, but other than that, there was nothing around.

      The museum’s walls bulged outward like a ship’s and were lit with spotlights. “Campaign of Courage” was stamped on one end.

      “You better be right, or this is the last thing you’re ever going to see,” Grigor said. He shoved Krisan forward before turning to his assistant. “Call Sofia. Make sure our contingency plan is ready. Also, make sure the police aren’t anywhere near here.”

      “On it,” the man said as he pulled out his phone.

      Grigor snapped his fingers and another man ran to the entrance, fished out a huge jingly set of keys, and unlocked the double doors.

      “I guess it pays to be mayor,” Krisan said. “Can I get a key to these cuffs?” she asked.

      “Cute,” he said. Pushing her forward, he made her walk into the building. Enrique trotted along right beside her. “Someone go turn on all the lights. We don’t need Wraith popping in unexpectedly.”

      “Do you think she will? We left two-dozen men at Fort Pike,” his assistant said.

      Grigor looked at him for a second with blank eyes before moving on.

      “Only two-dozen? Ouch. That’s like a light workout for her. She should be arriving any minute.” Krisan smiled at the mayor as if she were his best friend as she spoke

      “Your mouth is tiresome,” he replied.

      “Oh wow, I’ve never heard that before!” Krisan said with mock sincerity.

      “Move,” he said, shoving her in the back again.

      “Big man,” Enrique said. “Pushing a woman around.”

      Enrique’s bravery made Krisan smile. She liked the boy and his family. It worried her that they separated them. She and Enrique were with the Mayor, but the rest of his family was taken elsewhere.

      You’re cutting it awfully close, Madi, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Roy put the car in park outside the mausoleum. The address Krisan texted him was one of the more upscale cemeteries in Nola. Why had she used this one as a weapons cache? He grabbed his coat, shouldering it on as he pulled himself out of the car into the pouring rain.

      He found the path to the cache easily enough, but something caught his eye and he paused before entering. Roy stopped for a moment, hand on the side of the marble structure. The name was what drew his attention. Walking over, shielding his eyes from the rain he took a deep breath.

      There were five headstones. The last one, though, was the one that mattered:

      Madisun N. Dumas

      The date her parents and sister had died was scratched in next to her name. Roy smiled, knowing it was for the best. Madi was a walking paradox, a conflict. She would wear a summer dress, smile, have dinner, then kill whoever needed killing. In the time Roy had known her, the only guilt she felt was over her family’s death. Guilt she didn’t need to feel, of course.

      In his life, he found guilt was only useful insofar as it helped him improve his life. Guilt over mistakes helped him not make those same mistakes again. Guilt after that was self-indulgent. “Good for you, Madi.” Roy turned back, walking to the mausoleum and pushing the door open. He let out a whistle.

      Flipping the light on, he moved inside and shut the door behind him. It wasn’t a crypt. Inside was an armory. “How the hell?” he said aloud out of shock. Turning around to take it all in, Roy stared in slack-jawed disbelief. Pistols, SMGs, rifles… A frigging M79 grenade launcher?

      Krisan was a reporter, not an arms dealer. Disbelief froze him to the limestone floor for a solid minute. He knew she had helped Madi with her business since they met, but Roy always thought it was in the form of intelligence gathering.

      He stripped off his coat and slipped on a tactical vest, loading it with several twenty-round boxes for the MK12 sniper rifle. He paused for a moment, wondering if Krisan had somehow foreseen the need for him to use a rifle—why else had she seen fit to stock her cache with the same weapon he’d used as a Ranger?

      Maybe she’s not as scatterbrained as she pretends to be?

      He sure was a long way from “serve and protect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      Stupid, I thought as I took in the situation. They were ready for me. LED work lights surrounded the inside of the building, creating a kind of arena with their flood of bright blue lights—with me in the middle.

      Two dozen men with SMGs, AKs, and pistols pointed right at me, stood in a circle just inside the lights. They were frozen, or maybe time slowed down, but no one moved.

      Until I did.

      I jerked the carbine up, shouldering the weapon and tilting it to the side to use the red dot sight. Movement exploded out of them. They fired when I fired.

      Bullets ripped through me as my own reached out, not for the Vory assassins but the work lights. Glass shattered as the first two darkened.

      “Get her,” someone yelled.

      Yeah, that always works. I thought with a smirk.

      The exploding light momentarily distracted them and I used it to run forward. The empty room had no cover, like a warehouse with nothing inside. With the lights and dozens of men, my only option was to get in close, keep them from overwhelming me with gunfire.

      I fired at the first one, shooting him twice in the chest then once in the head as I closed. He went down in a fountain of blood.

      More bullets hit me; these guys weren’t bad. Most of their shots missed, but enough were on target to cause me problems.

      I rolled forward, shooting as I came up, hitting the next guy in the legs. He folded, screaming, and I shot him in the head as I passed.

      “Use the weapon!” I heard someone yell.

      I paused for a heartbeat, wondering what they meant. Weren’t they already using weapons? Did they have more super-powered goons for me to kill? For the moment I focused on the men in front of me. They closed in, trying to confuse me and render my carbine useless as they fired their weapons at full auto.

      Chunks of my flesh ripped out of me. Each bullet, each wound, hurt like hell, but I gritted my teeth and kept going. Two more went down in a hail of bullets before my carbine locked back empty.

      A high-pitched whine filled the air and I glanced in the direction of two men with high-tech-looking rifles. They resembled toys from kids' cartoons, with green glowing bits and power cables running from them to energy packs on their backs.

      Crap. Energy weapons. Damn aliens ruined everything. From the brief glance I got, they were charging up for firing. Which worked out for me.

      I blocked a blow, spun, and shot the guy three times in the stomach with my 1911. He hadn’t seen me draw it, and that was okay. I twisted his body around and used it as a shield, bum-rushing the next two guys, shooting them the whole time until my slide locked back.

      Their deaths fueled my regeneration, but even so, it wasn’t enough. The amount of damage Spice had to fix, and the speed she was doing so, sapped our powers big time. I holstered the empty and drew the next one as I rolled over the pile of bodies and fired. Something hard hit me in the face and I jerked backward.

      The side of my head was caved in. It didn’t actually hurt all that much. One of the books I read under Joseph was neurologic anatomy—where the nerve endings were; your head doesn’t have any nerves on the inside.

      I let my momentum carry me backward and rolled with it, coming back up on my feet as my skull regenerated. That had an impact on the remaining men. One of them puked and two more tossed their weapons down and ran… only to be cut down by their companions. Magazines dropped to the wooden floor as they reloaded—most with shaky hands.

      “I’m going to give you this one chance,” I said in my Wraith voice, “drop your guns, run away, and never come back,” I said.

      “You’re not really going to let them go, are you?” Spice asked.

      I glanced at her. “Do you think they’ll take me up on it?” I asked.

      She laughed. It was creepy seeing my little sister so enthusiastic about the killing. None of them took my offer.

      I pulled the second 1911, taking a moment to slam home a fresh magazine. I flicked the slide stop down and the heavy metal barrel jerked forward, signifying a resumption of hostilities.
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        * * *

      

      Roy huffed, out of breath as he climbed the last two steps to the top of the parking garage. It wasn’t as high as he would have preferred, but it was all he had.

      The Vory had the block locked down. The rain and occasional thunder were enough to keep the streets empty, but they had gone a step further: two blocks out, the police response unit set up barricades, preventing any vehicle traffic from entering the area.

      By the time he made the roof, his knee throbbed and his lungs revolted. He fell in a lump against the far wall. Resting only for a second, he put the sniper rifle down and peeked his head over the side.

      According to the publicly available schematics, the roof of the museum was made of glass, allowing maximum light into the floors below to make up for the bunker-like concrete walls. From his position, he could see down into any exhibit: the pride and joy of their collection was the B-17 Flying Fortress hanging from the ceiling. The mayor was leading the entourage through the exhibits to the airplanes—Krisan and the boy Enrique were unharmed for the moment, but Roy was glad he hadn’t voted in the last election.

      “No way,” Roy said aloud. “No effing way!” He ducked, realizing he’d almost yelled. Before he popped his head back up, he counted to ten. When he finished, he peeked up one more time to identify the guards.

      There were six on his side of the building and two on the roof. He let out a sigh of relief. They weren’t cops, that was for sure. The Mayor could have had police as his security detail—they would have just been doing their jobs and he would hate to run afoul of them.
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        * * *

      

      “Charge faster!” The man who was clearly the boss stood behind the two guys with the glowing guns. I guess he didn’t expect me to kill six more of his men in the time it took them to figure out how to use their new toys. The last six guys with normal weapons had retreated to their pals. I ran right at them, firing the pistols, dropping two more.

      They fired back, AK’s clattering as large rounds blasted away at me. Spice suppressed the pain and regenerated the lost tissue almost as fast as I lost it. I reached the first one, grabbed his AK, and jerked him forward into my knee. He grunted from the blow and I dropped my elbow on the back of his neck, breaking it cleanly in two.

      Then I heard the beep. The two guys looked at each other, then at me before aiming their weapons. “You idiots should read the manuals,” I said.

      They fired. Green plasma burned through the air like molten streams of fire. I rolled under it, aimed both my pistols at the glowing tubes leading to the packs, and fired. The blast incinerated them in a glowing globe of burning plasma. Air rushed ahead of the blast, picking me up and flinging me through the roof, out into the rain, to land in a heap on the dirt parking lot.

      Fire rained down around me along with bits of burning debris. My clothes smoked from the heat. I rolled to a stop and choked out a few coughing breaths, looking up at the rain-filled sky. “There has got to be a better way to do that,” I said.

      Spice appeared above me, looking down as if she were examining a laboratory specimen. “You should try not getting shot,” she said.

      I rolled to the side and pushed myself up out of the mud. “I’ll remember that… did we get them all?”

      “Yes,” she almost moaned.

      Fort Pike was… gone. A burning ruin was all that remained. “Where do you think they took Krisan and the family?” I asked.

      “Maybe you should have left one alive to ask,” she replied with a smirk.

      I looked around for any clues of where they might have taken the family or Krisan. Honestly, I was surprised she hadn’t contacted me yet. It wasn’t like there weren’t wireless signals everywhere in the world for her to use.

      “We should go,” I said, turning to the parking lot. “I’m sure one of the cars here could…”

      Through the driving rain and wind, the air whistled. There was something familiar about it. Spice shook her head, eyes going wide as the pleasure of her meal vanished, replaced with fear. “Oh no,” she said.

      Something heavy hit the ground behind me, shaking the earth in a splash of mud and water.

      “I thought you were dead,” a man with a Mexican accent said from behind me.

      I didn’t have to turn around to know who it was. There weren’t a lot of superheroes who fell from the sky to land like thunder. “What are you doing here?” I asked the Protector.

      I turned to face him. Clad head-to-toe in bronze armor with a red plumed helmet, large circular shield, and the bronze tipped spear, he looked like he had walked off the set of a Greek epic. The reflection of the fire from the burning ruins danced off his armor.

      He wasn’t particularly tall, but he was broad and thickly muscled. Even before I became the Wraith, and even though I didn’t follow the superhero world, I knew who the Protector was. It was impossible not to. He was the single most powerful man on the planet, appearing as if by magic whenever he was needed, falling from the sky behind his spear.

      “I don’t always know,” he said. “Sometimes I throw the spear intending to go one place, and end up another. Always where I’m needed though.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not needed here,” I said with my Wraith voice.

      “Obviously,” he said with a gesture at the fire. “Anyone left alive in there?”

      I had worked with the Protector once before. Amelia Lockheart’s super-team was a naive group of heroes who thought they could have their cake and eat it too. Our worlds didn’t mix well—though Amelia won my respect with her willingness to do whatever it took to win.

      “No,” I said. I didn’t have time for this. I took two steps toward a parked car  when his hand wrapped around my arm like a vice. I shrugged, trying to dislodge it, but I might as well have tried to push an elephant over.

      “What are you doing? Maybe I can help,” he said.

      I glanced down at his hand holding my arm and my eyes flared blue with power. Intimidating him probably wasn’t going to happen, but I had an image to maintain.

      He let go. “I know we don’t run in the same circles, Madisun, but I’m not the enemy.”

      “Wraith, my name is Wraith,” I told him. I needed to go. Krisan was in trouble and every second I spent debating with Protector was a second she could need my help.

      “Maybe we could work together?” he asked.

      My eyes narrowed as my suspicious mind ran through all the reasons he could be here. “Lockheart didn’t send you to keep an eye on me, did she?” I asked.

      Protector laughed. “If Amelia was concerned about you, she’d come herself. She isn’t big on remembering to ask for help.”

      That brought a smile to my face. For all our differences, the Full Metal Superhero and I were much alike.

      “Unless you can magically find the hostages, then I don’t see how you can help."

      He moved like a blur. So fast that I only saw him in my memory, not actually move. One second he was behind me. The next, he had one his thick muscular arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me tight to his chest.

      “Hold still,” he said. He raised his spear back and heaved it up into the heavens.

      “What are you— oh my God!”

      We flew through the air, trailing behind his spear like a bungee cord had snapped and flung us into space. Nothing like near-infinite power to remind mere mortals what flyspecks they were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      Krisan looked up at the huge Flying Fortress suspended below the ceiling. From what she read, it was the real deal. Seventy-four feet long, with a hundred-foot wingspan, “My Gal Sal” was fully restored and available for the public to view. Of course, she was also sixty feet up and only accessible by a special catwalk that wasn’t open to the public. No one but a fool would try jumping from the viewing platform to the plane. The cables dangling it from the ceiling looked like they would give if a child so much as breathed on them.

      “You’re saying the lost Nazi treasure is in the hold of that plane?” Grigor asked her as he pointed up at the old bomber. There were other planes in the museum, and as far as Krisan could tell, all were legitimate. However, the paper trail she’d uncovered left no doubt in her mind. Krisan ferreted out secrets other people didn’t want exposed, and she was very good at her job. Someone had hidden the valuables, year after year, preventing their discovery.

      Why? She had no idea.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’d explain how, if I thought your feeble mind could comprehend the most basic logic, but I won’t waste our time.”

      Grigor’s face turned a dangerous shade of red.

      The tougher they think they are, the easier they insult, she congratulated herself. Mobsters especially—whether they were from Cicily or Moscow—were sensitive to losing face. And her insults were on point.

      Grigor lashed out, striking her across the face and sending her sprawling to the floor. “I’ve just about had enough of you, woman,” he growled.

      She pushed herself to a sitting position. “I can’t imagine you’ve had any women, or what you would do if you did!” she laughed back, wiping the blood from her mouth where he hit her.

      “Grigor,” one of his men called out to him. “We can enter the plane from above, do you want us to?” he asked.

      Grigor looked down at Krisan, then back to the plane. “Nyet. Take the woman and the boy. They will go first and make sure it’s safe.”

      “Is now a bad time to tell you I have a thing about heights?” she asked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They weren’t using radios, which was a big mistake in Roy’s opinion. People relied too much on cell phones. With the driving rain and sporadic bouts of thunder, it was too easy for him to start taking down the external guards.

      You really going to do this?  He asked himself. It wasn’t like he’d never killed anyone before. His time in the Army had included combat tours and on top of that, he’d worked Phoenix PD’s deadliest crime desk. He’d shot plenty of people, just never without a uniform or badge to back him up. He was going to kill people, and by strictly legal definition, it would be murder.

      At the same time, they were all Russian mafia. And while they might not be in the process of committing a crime at the moment, they were as bad as they came. Murder, rape, kidnapping—nothing was outside the purview of the Vory.

      In Arizona, he only had to deal with the likes of ISO-1 and MS-13. They were animals, butchers. The Vory though, they were calculated. A business run by the bottom line. And all of these men were Vory; if they were cops they would have radios—and a lot fewer neck tattoos.

      He huddled up against the waist-high concrete barrier. Rain lashed down against the side of the parking garage. The level above kept the water directly off him, but nothing could stop the freezing wind as it carved a way through the layers of his clothing.

      With trembling fingers he finished his range card, noting the position of all eight guards he’d spotted and their probably range as well as the angle he’d be shooting from.

      He cupped his hands around his mouth and blew, warming them up enough to stop the shaking. Once he was ready, he checked the range card, angled the barrel of the weapon to point exactly where the target would be, and popped up.

      Sure enough, six hundred meters away, opposite the far end of the museum, a Vory guard stood in the shadows, cradling an SMG in one hand and smoking with the other. Most scopes weren’t great at night, including the one on the MK12. However, with the street lights, the occasional lightning bolt, and his detailed observation of his target, he saw enough.

      Taking a deep breath, he slowly let it out. Any second lightning would split the sky and… Light flashed around him and he squeezed the trigger ever so slightly. The barrel jerked and the crack of the round was lost in the thunder.

      Roy re-focused his scope; all he could see was the man’s feet, twitching from the shadows. No one would find him for hours, or at least until after the storm cleared. He dropped back down behind the concrete wall. If someone did hear the shot, they wouldn’t see him.
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        * * *

      

      Krisan gripped Enrique’s hand as they shuffled down the metal walkway toward the wing of the plane. She desperately resisted the urge to look down as she held one hand on the railing, gripping it hard enough to turn her knuckles white.

      “Are you okay?” Enrique asked.

      “Oh, yeah, fine. Never better. Why?” she asked.

      “Because you’re breaking my hand,” he whispered.

      “Sorry,” she said, purposefully relaxing her grip.

      “It’s okay. I don’t like heights either.”

      The Vory behind her poked her back with the barrel of his gun to keep her moving. She sighed. Maybe she had bit off more than she could chew this time. Maybe, she thought.

      They reached the locked gate on the suspended walkway. The gate acted as a bridge when lowered, allowing access to the plane’s right wing.

      “Move it,” the Vory said.

      “It’s locked,” Krisan said pointing at the waist-high gate.

      He looked at her, the gate, then down to Grigor and yelled in Russian.

      “Climb over,” Grigor yelled back in English.

      “Fine,” she muttered. She grabbed the gate and shook it, determining its stability. Slipping off her shoes, she put one leg over and positioned her foot on the grate. With a deep breath, she lifted her other leg over. For a moment, the only thing holding her up was her own fingers and toes.

      You can do this, she told herself.

      She wavered between nausea and panic, but took a deep breath and reached over the gap with her foot. Three feet of open air, with nothing beneath her, separated her from the plane. Her foot found the wing but her hands refused to let go of the railing.

      Enrique moved forward and grasped her hand in his. “It will be okay,” he said in a whisper. “You can do this.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” she answered.

      He climbed up on the top rail, hunched over, and leaped past her onto the wing. The aircraft shook as he hit, throwing him off balance and sending him rolling toward the downward slope.

      Krisan moved, hopping onto the wing and scrambling after him. He slapped his hands down trying to slow himself. She dove head first, sliding along her stomach, reaching out for him. At the same time, she dug her fingers into the space between the flaps to stop her own slide. His fingers slipped through hers for a moment and then she had him. His legs slid over the edge of the wing, dangling in the air sixty feet above the concrete.

      “You didn’t scream,” she said with a grunt as she helped him back up.

      Enrique scrambled up until he sat next to the reporter. She turned her head to look at him with a big grin. “We should call you ‘daredevil,’ pulling a stunt like that!” she said.

      “Si, maybe I jumped too quick,” he said, sharing her grin. “Gracias for saving me.”

      She hugged the boy for a long moment, looking into his eyes to communicate her profound desire to keep him and his family alive. After a few moments, they climbed to their feet on shaky legs, placing each foot with care as they scooted to the thicker part of the wing, closer to the fuselage.

      “Do you think my family is okay?” Enrique whispered.

      “I’m sure Madi is saving them as we speak.”
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      “You want to tell me who these guys are?” Protector asked me. He held his Spartan helm in the crook of his elbow while running his other hand over his short hair. Rain splashed down on him without bothering him—something he and I have in common.

      “The Vory. More commonly known as the Russian mob,” I said.

      We crouched outside the fence of the Mayor’s mansion. Grigor was bold, bringing his kidnap victims to his home. Then again, he did control the police and have Dream Catcher at his disposal.

      Her absence from the field bothered me. I would think her first move would be to go after me, but I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her. I’d run into Seraph more than her, which left me feeling like she was stalking me.

      “Russian mafia? In America?” he asked.

      I stared at him for a long moment, one eyebrow going up. He can’t possibly be this naive? I asked myself. He must have realized the ignorance of his question because he had the good sense to look away in embarrassment.

      “I guess I meant here in New Orleans. Sorry,” he said. He fumbled around with his helmet for a moment before slipping it on. “We run in different circles, is all,” he went on.

      “Sure,” I said. “Since your spear brought us here, they either have my friend, the family they kidnapped from Argentina, or some mixture of the two. Since he’s the Mayor of the city, if we do anything too violent we will have to face the police—” I was quick to cut off his protest, “—which neither one of us want.”

      I shook my head. Heroes.

      “Then I can’t just go over there and knock the door down. Why don’t we call the police ourselves? Tell them he’s kidnapped a family…”

      I gave him that look again. “Do you think they would believe you? Maybe in Greece, but here?” I asked.

      “Don’t trust him,” Spice said from beside me. “He stinks of Mother,” she said.

      Right. Her “mother.” The bat guano crazy Greek god, Nemesis. Who I stabbed through the chest with Amelia Lockheart’s Sword O’ Doom.

      “You’re right. So what do you have in mind?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him all about the stealthy plan I had in mind, but then  I had a really great idea. “Go knock on the door and ask to be let in,” I said with a malicious grin.

      

      While Protector did the obvious good-guy hero thing, I waited in a tall tree overlooking the property. I watched him as he leaped over the fence and walked, bold as brass, right to the front door and rapped on it with his armored hand. I bit down on laughter. How easy it was for him. After all, who would stop him? Everyone knows who the Protector is. Even the bad guys.

      Screams of alarm sounded, followed by staccato bursts of gunfire. My guess was they answered the door and were too stunned to react with their brains instead of their trigger fingers.

      I leaped off the tree and ran as fast as I could across the yard, having a serious case of deja vu. I hit the wall, jumped off it, and bounced back and forth from the tree to the wall until I was on the roof.

      “Do you have any specific reasons as to why I shouldn’t trust him, or is it just your general nature of mistrust?” I asked Spice as I fast-walked across the roof. Gunfire rang out from below as the Vory tried to stop the Protector. They might as well use cap-guns for as much use as they were against him.

      I made it to the east wall, turned, and dropped down to hang off the eve. This was the side of the house where the hidden computers were; I suspected it might be where they would keep any prisoners.

      They hadn’t repaired the hole I’d left in the wall; simply put plastic over it to keep the elements out. I dropped down, sliding my hands against the faux rock wall to maintain control until I hit the boards sticking out from the hole, then leaped forward, tearing the plastic and falling into a roll.

      Gunfire rang out around me. There were four Vory in here, along with all the Landsbergers. I sprang up, drawing the 1911’s and opening fire as I spun through the room. Each pull of the trigger was a hit and I shot every one of them twice.

      The four assailants hit the floor at roughly the same time.

      “Where’s Krisan?” I asked as I realized she wasn’t in the room. Enrique’s mom started her rapid-fire Spanish and just as I was about to tell her I didn’t understand, the door was ripped off its hinges and tossed away. The Protector.

      “You killed them,” he said with a frown.

      I couldn’t tell if he was mad that I killed them or was just stating the fact. “Do you speak Spanish?” I asked him. I didn’t want to assume, but he did have a Hispanic accent.

      “Of course,” he said. He stepped over to the matriarch, taking off his helmet and kneeling to speak to her. He had something about him, a calming effect on the hostages—on everyone around him. Was it a power or was it just him?

      “What did she say?” I asked after they exchanged a few sentences.

      “She said they took her grandson—Enrique?—" he looked down to her for confirmation and she nodded, “—and your weird friend to the World War II museum.”

      I spent a few seconds chewing on that. Krisan had vanished before she got to tell me what she had found, but it seemed like she figured it out and whatever it was… was at the museum?

      “I’m not sure I translated that right,” he said. “Why would she go to a museum?”

      “I don’t know. But it’s thirty minutes from here and—”

      “Madi, duck!” Spice yelled. I barely had time to register her warning before something slammed into me like a wrecking ball.

      Nothing stopped us as a mass of black armor and wings blasted me through the mansion out onto the lawn opposite from where we were. She threw me into the ground before climbing back up into the sky and swooping in a large arc to circle back around.

      “Ow,” I muttered. Bones popped and skin stitched as my wounds healed. It still hurt like hell, though.

      I lost sight of the new player as she disappeared into the night sky. I had a vague impression of a female form, which is why I said she. Whoever she was, I didn’t have the time to deal with another Vory flunky. I rolled to the side and pushed myself up.

      She touched down with a ground-shaking tremor, wings as black as night beating behind her, swirling the raindrops. Her armor wasn’t just black, it absorbed the light. The only thing not black was her face and hair and… “Oh crap—Seraph.”

      She shook her head and started laughing. Her right hand came out to her side and a whip of dark light formed, stretching out to a seven-headed flail. “Dark Seraph, thanks to you,” she said. “I’ve failed to bring you to justice too many times. I can’t be a beacon of incorruptibility if I’m poisoned with vengeance. Once you are dead I can be me again.” She looked down her nose at me as she spoke, as if I were a speck of lint to be flicked aside.

      “You say that, but you don’t really think you can murder me then go back to being your sweet, innocent, angelic self, do you?” I asked, stalling for time. I didn’t want to kill her. I really didn’t. Krisan, though, was in trouble and every second I stayed here was a second I couldn’t help my friend. I wanted to save Krisan and Enrique more than I didn’t want to kill Seraph.

      She raised the whip above her. The way it pulsated with energy sent warnings off in my brain. The whip cracked and black lightning jumped around it in a nimbus as she brought it down on me.

      I jerked away from her at the last second. The whip lashed, burning my skin as it passed. I yanked out my pistol and fired three times at point-blank range. Between the flash and the roar of the pistol I expected her to flinch.

      Not even an inch. The bullets pinged off her armor and she came right at me. The whip cracked again as she lunged. I feinted then dodged left, avoiding the heated tendril by mere inches.

      “Seraph, I don’t like you, but I respect what you do. This isn’t you. I could have killed you before, I didn’t. Doesn’t that count for anything?”

      She leaped up, her wings beating to carry her into the air. She spread them wide, raising up fast until she was gone.

      “Madisun, you good out there?” Protector called from the hole in the wall.

      I couldn’t be two places at once. The Vory were still in there and they could kill the family. Seraph, acting crazy as she was, wasn’t going to protect them.

      “Yes. Get the family to safety. They’re what’s important right now,” I yelled to him.

      Triggering my Wraith sight I searched the heavens for her. Nothing. This isn’t good,  I thought.

      A whoosh of air was my only warning, and it didn’t come in time. Hard boots slammed into my back, cracking bones and driving me into the ground, knocking the wind out of me. She cracked her whip and I felt it wrap around my neck with searing pain. She pulled hard on it, jerking my head up like it was on a leash.

      “Madi, she’s going to kill us!” Spice yelled at me from her knees. I had no leverage, no way to turn around. The whip choked me, cutting off my air and burning me at the same time. I tried to bring the pistol around to fire, but the angle was all wrong. It fell from my limp fingers. Darkness closed in from the edges…

      Rage boiled up in me. I wouldn’t go out by this pretend hero’s hand. I stuffed my hand into my coat pocket, looking for a grenade, but came out with the sword handle I took from the Black Knight.

      I shook the handle at Spice and she shook her head “no.”

      “Try,” I spat out.

      “Madi it hurts,” she screamed as she fell to her hands, tears running out of her eyes.

      I shook the handle at her again.

      “This is it, Madisun Dumas, the moment the demon inside you is extracted and sent to hell where it belongs!”

      She pulled on my neck harder, I felt the bones in my spine crack and several ribs popped out. Excruciating pain lanced through me and Spice screamed as if she felt everything I did.

      Spice collapsed to the ground, her hand stretched out to me. Through the pain and diminishing vision, I reached out to her with the hilt. We were inches apart, one lunge and I could put it in her hands.

      No breath came—it wasn’t going to come. I jerked forward with the last of my strength and I felt my own neck break…

      …but my hand fell next to Spice’s and the empty hilt hit the ground and rolled to her. She held it between her hands, raised above her head like an offering.

      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I don’t know… I don’t know…”

      I had no air, I couldn’t feel most of my body, and my limbs were flapping uselessly as Seraph pulled on her whip. Deep down in my soul, I felt the connection with Spice stretch. The moment it did, she screamed, a high-pitched shrill of terror.

      I had to say something. “Spice,” I spat out. “You’re… my… friend. I believe in you.” That was all I could get out before the whip sliced into my neck, severing my artery. This is it, I thought. Strange, the only thing I really regretted was not killing more bad guys.

      A surge of crimson light flared to life and a hot cylinder of metal hit my hand.
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      The final exterior guard fell and Roy was done. He shivered hard enough to strain his muscles; it was all he could do to squeeze the trigger on that last shot.

      He had a clear view of the museum and the top of the B-17 and looked up in time to see Krisan make it to the door. If he shot the guy behind her, she could take refuge in the bomber. Anyone trying to get in there would face his rifle. It meant he had to hold this position despite the onset of hypothermia.

      But Krisan would be alive.

      He stood back up, leaned against the concrete wall, and steadied the rifle sights on the man standing on the catwalk pointing his pistol in Krisan’s direction.

      His finger shook as he depressed the trigger. He would only get one shot. Firing, the rifle bucked, sending the bullet lancing through the rain. It hit the glass, punched right through it, deflected down, and hit the guy in the leg.

      He screamed, tumbling forward but managing to stay on the catwalk.
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        * * *

      

      Glass shattered above the bomber, punctuated by a scream of pain as the Vory went down on one knee, grasping the railing to keep from falling off.

      “Inside,” Krisan said. She grabbed the hatch handle and turned it. The old hatch opened like new and she fell inside, dragging Enrique with her to land on her face with the little kid on top of her.

      Muffled shouting came from the Russians still on the ground. Krisan didn’t know if the plane was armored, but she decided to take the chance. She rolled over, lunged to her feet, and slammed the hatch shut, dogging it from the inside. “That should hold them.”

      “Can they shoot through the plane?” Enrique asked.

      Krisan shrugged. “I have no idea and—”

      She looked around at the massive space inside the plane; it was more than wide enough for her to lie down sideways and not touch the sides with her head or feet. The hatch they’d entered was situated behind the cockpit. She could see all the way to the end of the plane— the end of the empty plane.

      “This isn’t right,” she said.

      “No gold?” Enrique asked.

      “No nothing,” she replied.

      Carefully, she took a step forward. Every movement shook the bomber and she had brief visions of the plane falling from the ceiling and killing them regardless. Enrique clung to her leg, staying with her as she moved. Something heavy hit the wing and the plane shuddered.

      “They’re coming,” Enrique said.

      Where was the treasure? She’d traced it to this exhibit. It should be— The hair around her neck stood on end as if she were walking into a charged field of some kind. She was far enough away from Grigor’s abilities and she reached out with her own.

      She felt it, like a hidden network. Her brow furrowed as she focused her power. What was causing it? Something was hiding… No. The way the field is pushing back against me… something doesn’t want to be found!

      Telling Krisan Swahili “no” was the surest way to get her to do exactly what she shouldn’t. Her every sense told her to back off and let it be, but she couldn’t turn from the mystery. If someone wanted to keep it hidden, then she had a moral obligation to bring it into the light. Even if it wasn’t the safest thing.

      Whatever the energy field was, it pushed and pulsated as she struggled to pierce it. There was something familiar about it—a sense that she ought to know what it was.

      “Krisan,” Enrique pulled on her hand.

      It broke her concentration, dropping the field from her senses. Enrique franticly pointed at the window. The Mayor’s assistant had climbed up onto the plane and was pounding on the window set into the hatch, trying to break it.

      “Don’t move,” she said to Enrique.

      “There’s nowhere to go!”

      “Just trust me,” she said.

      He stopped pulling on her hand, leaving Krisan to focus on the energy field. It shifted like jello as she probed, moving away from her searching mind as if it were alive. She pushed harder, raising her hands as if she could physically feel it—and maybe she could.

      The world outside her mind faded. Closing her eyes, she focused on the singular feeling of electricity. It was a network of sorts, and if it was wireless she could access it. She shifted her angle and moved her mind sideways.

      She fell. Falling wasn’t quite right. The world fell by her and then she hit the deck of the plane hard on her knees, dragging Enrique down with her.

      The muffled sound of glass shattering drew her attention. A hand reached inside and opened the hatch. One of the Vory leaped in, pistol out, and looked right at her… then turned around to the hatch and yelled out.

      She heard him talk, but it was like he was far away.

      “She’s not here,” he shouted. Someone shouted something back but she couldn’t hear it. “There’s nowhere to hide. The plane is empty,” he said.

      He couldn’t see her.

      Enrique gasped from beside her. “Krisan!” he shouted.

      She looked back and gasped herself.

      “Oh crap, we’re in so much trouble.”
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      I swiped the blade over and behind my head, severing the whip. Regeneration healed me and I gasped, rolling forward and pulling at the remnants of the strands of black light choking me.

      “How?” Seraph asked me. “You can’t do that.”

      I managed to plant one foot under me, coughing as I tried to breathe in enough air to fill my lungs. Dark Seraph took a tentative step toward me, then back, as if she wasn’t sure.

      As the last of my wounds regenerated, I took to my feet, cracking my neck then swiping my new sword back and forth to get a feel for it.

      “I’m powering it with my energy,” Spice said. She mimicked my coughing, looking every bit as ragged as I felt. “I don’t know how long I can keep it up, though. It’s an incredible drain.”

      I nodded.

      “Seraph, I’m going to give you one more chance to stop. Whatever happens next is all on you,” I said to her. I held the crimson glowing sword out toward her. Rain sizzled off the blade with a hiss as I waved it back and forth.

      “Madi, you have thirty seconds and then I’m spent,” Spice said.

      Seraph, or Dark Seraph, I guess, didn’t answer.

      I leaped forward. She brought up her whip and I sliced the dark energy with my new blade. Her whip disintegrated, coming apart at the seams and reeling back into her like a cut line.

      “No,” she screamed. “It’s not fair. I gave up everything to beat you. I don’t deserve to lose!”

      I smiled, bringing the sword up to strike. “Deserve’s got nothing to do with it.”

      She leaped into the air, wings going out wide. In an instant, I weighed my options and acted. Jumping up with the last of my strength, I slashed downward and through her wing as I fell. The blade snapped out of existence reverting to a paperweight as I hit the ground and rolled.

      She wailed, falling from the sky to land on her side with a crunch. I had cut off two-thirds of her left wing, and the stump bled profusely.

      I took a moment to catch my breath. A profound wave of exhaustion rolled over me. I knew the feeling well—as of this moment, I had no powers. Even Spice had vanished. She wouldn’t be able to reappear unless I killed someone. She basically gave me everything she had.

      Dammit. I promised her I wouldn’t let her starve but I can’t kill Seraph. Even justified as I am, Mach would be forced to hunt me down.

      I knelt next to her, looking down at her hate-filled eyes. “I want you to know, this is the second time I’ve spared your life. I’ve appealed to your goodness and your sense of decency, and I have outright begged you to leave me alone. None of that worked, so let me try this. There won’t be a third time—” I reached down and wrapped one hand around her neck. “—Come at me again and I will break you.”

      She made no noise, wasn’t even breathing. Her tears were lost in the rain and I held her throat for another heartbeat before I stood up. “If I were you, I’d call your team to come get you. You don’t want the Vory finding you.”

      Everything hurt and it took all my effort to walk away tall, with my head up, not limping. Spice had regenerated my wounds, but the effects of so much activity had taken its toll.

      I made it back to the mansion and walked around the front. There were eight men in the foyer, all kneeling with their hands over their heads. They weren’t even hurt, no bruises or broken bones. They just… surrendered. Off to the left were the Landsbergers. Safe and sound without a scratch on them, thankfully.

      The Protector, Carlos, was the least aggressive alpha male I had ever met. Here was a man who could command armies (I had no doubt he would be very good at it. I could see it on his face that he knew what it was like to spill blood), yet… he cared for everyone, refusing to kill unless he absolutely had to. He managed to talk eight hardened Vory thugs into surrendering without hitting any of them.

      “I’m glad you didn’t kill her,” he said to me as I walked in.

      I shrugged. “I will if she keeps coming for me. She needs to stay in her lane.”

      “Lane?” he asked.

      I waved vaguely in his direction. “Superheroes and costumes,” I said. “Were you able to find out any more about Enrique and Krisan?”

      “Enrique!” his mother yelled. “Ayúdame!”

      I glanced at the Protector who put one hand on her shoulder and gently guided her back to her family. He whispered something to her in Spanish.

      “We can’t both leave,” he said. “And I think your friends are in real trouble. The police—”

      “I told you we can’t trust the police,” I interrupted him.

      “—The State police and the FBI are on the way. They will be here in twenty minutes. I can be at the Museum in twenty seconds and sort this all out.”

      I hated his plan. Hated it.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “Have Krisan contact me the moment she’s free.”

      He nodded to me and stepped past to go outside. With a heave of his chiseled arm, he threw the spear into the air and vanished after it.

      I glanced at the family, then the Vory butchers. “You might want to go into the foyer over there,” I said to the Landsbergers, pointing to a private room off the entrance.

      Then I waited. Five minutes passed, then ten, then fifteen. Something was wrong. If Krisan was free she would have called me, somehow. The fact that she hadn’t meant they knew about her powers and were keeping her away from any wireless signals.

      I could hear the cops in the distance and looked at the Vory men one more time. It was tempting to kill them and use the power… but they were prisoners. I have no problem killing them… but… The Protector might. I don’t need him coming after me.

      “If any of you so much as jaywalk in my city again, I will chop you into tiny little pieces while you’re awake to scream in horror,” I said with as much non-Wraith menace as I could. It seemed to be enough; they all nodded and shouted their assent.

      Good enough. For now. I headed for the garage.

      Along the wall were several keys and I grabbed the ones for the Honda Shadow. I could make better time on a street bike than in a car, especially since I wouldn’t have to follow traffic laws.

      I drove past a line of state police cars, EMTs, and firetrucks as I turned onto the bridge. When I was sure they were out of sight behind me, I gunned it. The street bike roared as I flew down the road. Water splashed off my face as I maneuvered the bike through the early AM traffic. The eastern sky changed from pitch black to grey, and by the time I was a block away from the museum, tendrils of pink were stretching out.

      I ditched the bike behind a dumpster and made my way up the parking garage next to the building. I figured I could use the top floor as a jumping-off point to enter the museum from the roof.

      “Madi?” Roy asked from the shadows. He was drenched, shaking, and his lips were blue from hypothermia.

      “Roy, what happened? Why are you here?”

      He coughed, dropping to a seated position from where he leaned against the concrete wall. “Krisan needed help,” he said, barely able to get the words out between chattering teeth.

      I looked over the wall and surveyed the situation. I didn’t see any sign of the Protector. It looked like Roy had shot the crap out of the skylight and downed at least three men on the inside and as many as six on the out.

      “Damn, son!” I said impressed.

      “R-ra-rangers l-lead t-the way,” he managed to spit out.

      “Okay, Ranger. Come here.” I helped him stand and he leaned against me. I didn’t remember him being this heavy. Then again, it was a rare thing for me to be completely de-powered.

      I found a car, managing to kick in the window on my third attempt, and stuffed Roy into it. I shrugged out of my leather jacket and draped it over him.

      “Smells like you,” he whispered. “Go get her.”

      “I will. You stay right here.”

      Running as fast as I could, and in my condition, it wasn’t very fast, I went back to his position and retrieved the rifle. It only took me a few seconds to unscrew the sound suppressor and take the scope off. I wasn’t going to need either for what I had planned.

      From there I made my way up to the next floor and ran along the edge looking for my ticket in. Sure enough, a bundle of cables ran from the parking garage to the roof of the museum. I jumped up on the edge of the wall, slung the rifle, and took off at a run, leaping for the bundle.

      One hand snagged it and I held on for dear life; I’d badly misjudged the leap. It took me a second to get my other hand on it, then using momentum, I swung my legs up and wrapped them around the cable.

      I start to shimmy out on the cable when my arms started to ache.

      Right, no super strength, no endurance, I’m doing this the old-fashioned way.

      I gritted my teeth and reached down and dug deep. All the hard work I did long before I had powers, the twenty-mile runs with a backpack full of books, the parkour to the point of exhaustion, all of those events prepared me for being the Wraith in ways I couldn’t imagine when Joseph made me do them.

      Grunting from the exertion I pulled myself across the cables to the other rooftop one inch at a time until I was there. I let go, dropping to my feet but my legs were jelly and collapsed to the ground.

      At some point the rain had stopped, leaving every surface soaking wet and the air crisp and chilly. I laid there for a few minutes, staring up at the cloudy pre-dawn sky.

      “Come on, Madi, get up,” Spice said from beside me. Or at least I thought she had. When I looked, she was gone.

      Groaning, I pulled myself up. On my feet, I went to the skylight and looked down. The walkway had three bodies draped across it. Blood was everywhere—clearly Roy’s work. I glanced back where he had shot from and the angle was terrible. He’d made the shots of his life.

      The bomber had an open hatch on the side and I saw a man disappear into it. That had to be where Krisan was… but… where the hell was the Protector? He should have made it here and resolved the issue already.

      Unless… had he betrayed me? Or maybe he just had somewhere else to be. He did make it sound like he didn’t have a lot of control over where the spear took him.

      “You’re stalling,” Spice said.

      “I know.”

      I stepped out and leaped down to the suspended walkway fifteen feet below. I hit the grate and threw my weight forward, angling my knees to send me rolling. My head banged on one of the railings, ringing my bell.

      “Shoot her,” someone said.

      Adrenaline kicked in. It was time to go to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      Sofia, otherwise known as Dream Catcher, held her hand out, focusing with all her might on the man in front of her.

      Dumb frigging luck, she thought.

      Grigor had wanted her to meet him at the museum to help with the retrieval, but she hated having any proximity to the man since it robbed her of her powers. Stalling outside to smoke a cigarette turned out to be the best decision she’d made all night. If her contacts at the State Police were correct. Dark Seraph had failed. She was about to toss the whole plan of having a superhero kill Grigor when the answers to her prayers literally fell out of the sky.

      She wasn’t prepared for the strength of his mind. She had every ounce of her focus, her telepathic and empathic abilities running at 110%, and the only thing she had succeeded in doing was stopping him from hitting her.

      He was trying though, desperately. His hand reached out to her in slow motion and she couldn’t even move backward: doing so would divert her attention and it was taking it all to keep him at bay.

      Let alone to use him to kill Grigor.

      Her mind leaped to the next logical step. The Protector, clad in his bronze armor, was the single most powerful superhero in the world. If she could somehow permanently control him… well then she would be the most powerful person in the world. That thought spurred her power to new heights.
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        * * *

      

      Krisan shivered as the two men walked up and down the interior of the bomber. They passed right through her and she didn’t understand why. They also walked through the crates of gold, artwork, and valuables stuffed into the plane.

      “Is this the treasure they are after?” Enrique asked.

      “Seems like it, but I have no idea how to retrieve it. It’s like we’re in a pocket dimension. Out of synch with our normal reality.” Someone put the treasure here and hid it from the world. They had to have a way to undo it. She just needed to find it.

      “It’s packed all the way to the back, and the bomb doors are loaded with stuff. It’s amazing!” Enrique said.

      It was. In the crate next to her she spotted a painting, a Rembrandt if she had to guess, easily worth half a billion dollars… and that was one painting.

      Something caught her eye and she walked back to the middle section where a red cloth was neatly folded on top of a gold chest. Almost like the owner had intended to place it in the chest and then forgotten to do it.

      She unfolded the cloth into a cloak. It had two golden brooches in the shape of eagles, a gold chain linking the two. There was no manufacturer's tag, which she thought was strange. She put it aside and opened the chest.

      “Wow wow wow,” Enrique said as he reached in.

      He pulled out a silver-hilted sword. She wasn’t an ancient history expert but it looked Roman… then she looked at the cloak then back to the sword and it clicked.

      “These belong to the Protector…” she whispered. “No wonder they’re hidden.”

      In World War II, the Protector had dealt serious blows to the Axis powers. They hated him. If they had managed to steal some of his stuff, of course they would look for a way to hide it so he could never find it. The entire shipment was trapped in the pocket dimension just to keep the Protector from finding his cloak and sword.

      “Wow is right,” Krisan said.
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        * * *

      

      Gunfire echoed from below and the bullets struck the grating, ricocheting and shooting sparks everywhere.

      I pulled my twin 1911’s and aimed for the two men in the bomber. They were hiding out at the hatch, taking turns shooting out of the door before ducking back. I used one of their fallen friends as cover and their bullets made the body jump on impact.

      I waited, timing their movements. They fell into a rhythm and that was a mistake they wouldn’t live to regret. I squeezed off a round a heartbeat before I knew one would appear. He popped his head out right into the bullet, splattering his brains all over the inside of the bomber.

      The other guy came out to shoot but looked at his friend and I hit him too. He landed right next to the other one, dead before he hit the deck.

      A bullet tore through my arm and I grimaced. Leaping up, I hobbled as fast as I could to the end of the walkway and cover. Bullets followed me, sparking on the grate. Another hit my shoulder, scrapping along the blade. I folded, falling forward and scrambling to make it to the wall where the grate met the staircase.

      I made it, blood dripping down my arm and back. “I could use some regeneration,” I said.

      Nothing.

      I shrugged. She’d used everything she had to fight Dark Seraph. It was going to take a few more deaths to power her up.

      I reloaded, fumbling with one of the guns because my hand was slick with blood.

      “What’s your plan, Wraith?” Grigor shouted from below. “We have the Landsbergers. We have your friend. Surrender or they all die. You have no options here.”

      He didn’t know about the Landsbergers? Which meant Protector wasn’t here… What the hell?

      I used the wall to push myself up, glanced down the switchback stairs to make sure they were clear, then started down, letting my guns lead the way.

      There was no point in answering the Vory. I was going to kill everyone in here, regardless of whether they killed Krisan or not. They had no bargaining chips because I refused to bargain—no matter the consequences.

      Besides, I didn’t think they actually had Krisan. If they did, they would have shown her right away in an attempt to stop me.

      I made it down one level. My leg threatened to give out, my shoulder burned, and the steady drip of blood from the hole in my arm annoyed the crap out of me.

      It was too bright in here for me to shadow step, even if I could. Instead, I went with stealth. I could move without making a sound, regulating my breathing and moving my feet precisely.

      The two guys waiting at the bottom of the stairs on the other side of the open archway had no such skill. I crossed my arms, keeping them close to me and using my chest as support to hold my pistols steady. Once I was ready I jumped out, firing as I did so.

      Startled by my sudden appearance they fired in response. They were fast—but not fast enough. I hit them both in the chest, spun, and shot them twice more as they fell. Anyone worth shooting once was worth shooting three times.

      After four deaths I expected a surge of energy and it jarred me when it didn’t appear. I kept moving. The floor of the museum was wide open, with only two kiosks to hide behind. The Vory entourage, with Grigor in the center, stood out in the open. When I exchanged fire with their stair guards, they all turned and fired wildly in my direction.

      I ran for the closest kiosk, sliding on my knees to a stop behind it as bullets rained down around me. Another bullet hit me, this time in the thigh, and I had to bite my lip to keep from crying out.

      “Is something wrong, Wraith? Perhaps you’re not healing?” Grigor shouted from behind his men. “Come out, and we will end things quickly for you. Otherwise, we do it slow and painful.”

      How could he know I wasn’t healing?  I asked myself. It was a puzzle. I hated puzzles.

      Instead of responding, I laid down to the left of the kiosk, popping out and firing twice before sitting up behind cover. Two more went down from headshots.

      “I think you’re running out of cannon fodder,” I yelled. I swiveled around and repeated the same move on the opposite side. I only got one shot off before they opened up.

      I was down to one mag for each pistol. My hands shook, my eyes were blurry from blood loss, and I was so damn tired. They didn’t have to beat me, just hold me here and biology would do the rest. Unfortunately, I’d lost the rocket launcher when the fort blew up. But I still had a few surprises. I pulled out the flash/bang, thumbed the activator switch, counted to three, and lobbed it over the kiosk. Someone saw it and yelled a warning, but it was too late.

      Brilliant magnesium-powered light blossomed, blinding everyone, followed by a boom loud enough to disorient and deafen. I was out from behind the kiosk, shooting the first guy while he covered his ears and yelled. He went down, followed by his friend. My first pistol clicked empty and I switched to the other hand. Two more went down and only the mayor remained.

      “Wait,” he said with his hands up. “Your powers don’t work. This isn’t fair!” he yelled.

      “The only reason you’re not bleeding out with your friends is that I don’t know where Krisan is. Tell me now, and maybe I won’t gut shoot you.”

      He opened his mouth to answer—

      The wall behind him exploded inward, showering us with concrete and debris. A chunk of rebar drilled into my side, punching a hole right through me. I cried out, dropping the gun and falling to one knee.

      Grigor had gotten off without a scratch, of course.

      The dust settled and the Protector marched through the wall he’d just punched a hole in.

      “What the hell, Carlos?” I growled.

      Grigor backed away from the bronze armored hero.

      I coughed, holding the rebar fragment steady as I tried to regain my feet.

      Something was wrong. Carlos hadn’t responded to me, nor was he smiling. I wasn’t overly familiar with the young man, but I knew he was good-natured. Deadly, but good-natured. The way he’d talked those men into surrendering—he didn’t do it with a growl, but soft words.

      His face was a mask of rage as he headed for Grigor.

      He was going to kill him.

      I had two problems with that. One, I wanted to kill the bastard, and two, he couldn’t die until I knew where Krisan was.

      “Carlos,” I yelled as I limped forward. He was almost on the mayor, reaching out for him. As strong as he was, all he would need to do was touch the man to kill him.

      I heaved my last 1911 at him with all my strength. It sailed through the air and clanged against his armored head. “What are you doing?” I said.

      He stopped, turning to me for a moment. The look in his eyes… he was confused—as if he saw something that wasn’t.

      Dream Catcher, I thought. The Vory’s chief manipulator hadn’t shown herself. Carlos must have run into her. She’d spent the last hour convincing him to do her bidding. She was going to use him to kill Grigor… but why not use her powers on him unless…

      That’s how he knew you couldn’t regenerate. He must have some kind of nullification power.

      The joke is on him; my powers didn’t make me dangerous. My powers were dangerous because of me. I hobbled forward, putting myself between Grigor and Carlos. “Don’t do this, Carlos. Fight her,” I said. I had no idea how effective my words would be. He wasn’t my friend. I hardly knew him.

      He lunged forward, grabbing me with speed and strength that defied belief. In my current de-powered state he could rip me limb from limb. Hell, I thought, even if I was at full power he could do the same.

      I ran down all the things I knew about him, trying to come up with something. The only things I knew were his friendship with Lockheart and his devotion to Kate Petrenelli, aka Domino. He genuinely loved that woman and—

      He jerked me close to his face, muscles flexing as he prepared to throw me like his spear. An idea flashed in my head. It wasn’t the greatest idea I’d ever had, but I was out of options. I put my hand on his and pulled myself forward, kissing him hard on the mouth.

      He froze, eyes going wide. Whatever hold Dreamcatcher had on him, wasn’t as powerful as his love for Domino. He jerked me away, holding me out at arm’s length as the confusion in his eyes cleared.

      “Madisun?” he asked. “What… why? If Kate finds out you kissed me…”

      He was disoriented, which was understandable. People messing with your mind had that effect. I squirmed out of his grasp and turned to Grigor, ignoring Carlos for the moment. “Where’s Krisan?” I asked.

      He looked up at the bomber. “She’s up there and—”

      I punched him in the throat, dislodging his Adam’s apple. He stumbled back, choking, and I spun, sweeping his legs out from under him. He hit the concrete floor hard, smacking his head. I leaped on his chest and throat punched him one more time, then grabbed his lapel and leaned down until my eyes were inches from his. “This is justice,” I whispered.

      “What are you doing?” Carlos yelled. He grabbed my shoulder and heaved me back off the soon-to-be-dead man.

      I hit the ground and slammed into the wall, then a faucet I sorely missed came flooding back on. Relief hit me and I moaned from how good it felt not to hurt.

      “I’m sorry. Something kept me from helping you,” Spice said. She stood over me protectively, hands up to fight as if she could physically stop anyone.

      “It’s okay. You’re here now.” I closed my eyes, letting the regeneration restore my body. Energy flooded into me. With the mayor dead, my powers worked again.

      “Madi!” Krisan yelled from above. “You have to see this!”

      “No, I’m fine,” I muttered back. “Just killed like a dozen guys without my powers while getting shot, all to save your life. Oh, you’re welcome. I know, I know, you love me,” I said as I pushed myself up.

      Carlos stared at the Mayor’s body, then me. “I don’t know how I feel about this,” he said.

      I shrugged. “How you feel doesn’t change anything. I don’t commute sentences.”

      “You’re not a jury,” he said.

      “I don’t have to be. I don’t kill randomly, big guy. I kill those who will never see justice any other way. Like the Mayor here. You don’t have to be okay with it. Just don’t get in my way.”

      To his credit, he nodded and let me pass. I notched up my respect for him. He could have tried to “bring me to justice,” whatever that was. But he didn’t.

      Yay for me.
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      You can find Jeffery and his many books in the following places:

      Mailing List: https://goo.gl/LJdYDn (Free stories!)

      Website: www.jefferyhhaskell.com

      Facebook Fan Page: www.facebook.com/jefferyhhaskell

      Amazon-Author-Page: https://www.amazon.com/Jeffery-H.-Haskell/e/B01I2W55SO

      YouTube: www.youtube.com/c/JefferyHHaskell_Author

      Email: jeffery.haskell@gmail.com

      I love talking to fans about superheroes. Please drop me a line! All my superhero books are series, so be on the look out for the next one. Welcome to the Full Metal Superverse!
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