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      After slipping on his signet ring, Blaise Lebreque donned the silver mask of the King of Jerusalem and prepared to meet the machine.  He wore a black suit as a mark of his penitence, a crisp white shirt beneath with silver cuff links.  A deep purple cape flowed from his shoulders, the garment perfectly weighted to strike the balance between tradition and impression.  Blaise stepped from his vestry, and a pair of knights came to attention, half-capes allowing their sword-hands free movement. Haldan's eyes flared just a hint and he drew himself up taller, his ruddy mustache and beard twitching as he adjusted his demeanor to befit the honor of his role.  Chloe swallowed hard, her gaze lifted to the mask, then away.

      "Show me this alleged lion of truth that I may judge its value," Blaise said.  The mask gave his voice a hollow effect and Chloe stiffened, her hand shifting on her sword-belt.  It was only her second service.  She would adjust.  Blaise had faith in her.

      "Yes, my lord." Haldan took the lead.  "The vendors arrived about an hour ago, and we've left them in the temple with Darius."

      "I helped to carry in the device, my lord," Chloe piped up from behind.  "But it hasn't been tested."

      Blaise nodded.  "We'll see to that." As they walked from the smooth marble and sleek steel of the building's addition, they walked back through its history, down an early twentieth-century staircase, through an Ottoman-era doorway rich with carvings, and into a passage of medieval stonework.  Blaise relaxed into himself, wearing the impassive face of judgment.  Their footfalls echoed in the arched corridor, and torches lit Haldan's form only to cast him back into shadow a moment later.  As might be said of any man.  At least Haldan and the other knights repented of the shadow they brought upon themselves.  Haldan heaved open a massive wooden door, its base jagged by years of damp.  Carved into a niche above, two knights rode a single horse, the age-old sign of the Knights Templar.

      Darius stood alert to one side, hand on his hilt.  At the heart of the round chamber, two people swung about, shoulders high and eyes wide.  They drew closer together as Blaise entered, their gazes fixed to his mask.

      "Welcome, good people.  If you are honest and repent of your evils, you have nothing to fear in my chambers." Blaise's Turkish carried a faint French accent even after twenty-four years, so he spoke carefully, lest he be misunderstood.  The cape rippled out behind, then swirled at his ankles as he stopped before them, gazing down at them from the empty eyes of his silver mask.

      The woman chuckled, glancing to her companion, who nodded too many times.  Perhaps this mode of entry lacked benevolence.  Blaise smiled.  They couldn't see the expression, but it would ring in his voice.  "I understand you have brought me something?"

      "Uh, yes, sir?" The woman said.  She prodded the man, and he tried a smile of his own.  They were in their twenties, without the bearing of academics.  Perhaps they had inherited the device.  He hoped, for their sake, they had not stolen it.  Or carried it to him as a false offering from his enemies.

      "It's a lion," the man blurted, raking dark hair out of his face as he took a few steps back.  On the table behind them sat a large bundle wrapped in a blanket.  "I don't really know what it does." He tugged the blanket away from the treasure it concealed: a seated lion with the blocky form of Byzantine sculpture, its contours covered in gold.  No, not gold.  Blaise grinned behind the mask and moved forward.  This gleaming surface held chips brighter and valleys darker.  Better than gold: orichalcum, the gilded bronze of the ancients.  Few forgers would go to such trouble.  The right leg showed unusual grooves in the surface.  Jointing.  Blaise imagined the diagrams of similar constructions he'd seen, and found a notch in the statue's base.  He gently tugged at it, pulling a concealed lever.

      With a soft, well-oiled groan, the lion raised its paw, drawing up a shield.  The couple startled back from the table, and Haldan gave a quiet sound of delight as the lion moved.  The shield bore an inscription in Greek: Who speaks the truth fears no justice.  So similar to his own words, he wanted to reach out and give the creature a pat on the head.

      On the table, the lion's head about reached Blaise's chest, its ears flattened back and broad mouth parted in a snarl.  When he squatted down, he could see into the creature's dark throat where the mechanisms hid, anchored to a framework of wood.  A thin metal tongue lolled inside the open jaw.  His heart quickened.  The restoration work was excellent.  It had to be the work of a museum, possibly taken over the border from the wreck of Syria or another troubled nation.  "It's quite remarkable.  May I ask how you came by it?" Blaise cocked his head to look up at them.  This position made him into the supplicant before the Lion of Truth.

      The couple shared a glance, and the man wet his lips.  "My father used to have a shop.  He died, but I kept some of the stuff."

      "We heard you pay for old machines?" The woman put herself forward, her lipstick too bright and clothes too tight.  He wondered what she made of Chloe, a model of virtue and modesty.

      "Automata," Blaise corrected.  "Did your father perform the restoration?" He rose and prowled around the table, appearing to examine the lion from all angles, and really examining them.  They brought him an exquisite piece, museum quality.  .  .honest inheritors? Desperate thieves? Or Nizari Isma'ili?

      "I don't know," the man told him.  "But it's good, right?" He flapped his hand toward the marvel between them.  "It moved and everything.

      "It remains to be seen how good.  So, you didn't test the mechanism, but you knew it's not just a statue."

      "Look, if you don't want it, we can find another customer," the woman said, and Haldan cleared his throat, calling attention to her rudeness.  She glowered at him.  "That robot woman, she's in town, I heard she likes this stuff, too."

      Really.  Blaise made a note of that.  "Oh, no need to move on." He made sure to smile again as he rounded the table to stand by the lion's upraised paw.  "If the inner mechanism is in working condition, my price doubles."

      That brightened her face.  "How do we test it?"

      "One of you needs to place your hand into the lion's mouth and speak the truth." He gestured toward the creature.  "Silly game, I know, but indulge me?"

      The man fidgeted, and the woman gave him a nudge.  "You go.  It was your father."

      "I mean, what does it do?" He eyed the lion sideways.

      "Back in the Day, it might have released fumes, or roared." Blaise laughed warmly.  "As I said, a parlor game for wealthy Byzantines."

      "Fumes? Like poison?"

      Blaise regarded the creature affectionately.  "I was lucky the lift mechanism still worked after a thousand years.  It's unlikely anything hazardous could have lasted for so long." He shrugged.  "Ah, well.  I can still give you something⁠—"

      "He'll test it, won't you? For double?" The woman prodded her man toward the table.

      The man glanced toward the elevated paw, then the mouth, then back up to Blaise's impassive mask as if he tried to get a glimpse of the mechanisms there, too.  "Sure.  Parlor game." He yanked his hand out of his pocket and placed it in the lion's mouth.  "I love you, babe!" he announced, and started to swipe his hand away again.

      Blaise braced the man's elbow, making sure his palm touched the lion's tongue.  "Where did you get this?"

      "I told you that." The man's gaze Danced now, his arm jerking back against Blaise's grip.

      "Tell me again." Blaise lost his smile, letting his hollow voice go deep.

      "Hey," the woman said, but Chloe stepped up to her.

      "You know how far that money could go," Chloe said, woman to woman.

      "My father's shop!" the man said in a rush, then his body thrashed and he shrieked, the smell of something roasting emerged from the lion's mouth with a curl of steam.

      Blaise let go immediately, but the frisson of power had made his skin tingle, even through the layers of clothing.  A Baghdad battery triggered by a sweaty palm.  How intriguing.  The young man dropped to the floor, spasming against the mosaic.  A thief, then.  Nizari would have shown greater control.

      "Altu!" The woman pounced toward the stricken man, then stopped.  "Will it get me?" She pulled back her hands.

      "Are you telling the truth?" Blaise inquired, but he did not wait for an answer.  He knelt at the young man's side.  "I suggest you repent of your wrongdoings," he said softly.

      "Get away from me! Are you fucking crazy?" Bloody spittle flew from the young man's mouth.  "Who the hell do you think you are?" He cradled his burned hand and tried to dig in his heels to push away from Blaise.

      Blaise pinned the young man with his palm to the beat of  frantic heart.  "The heir to the throne of Jerusalem.  It is my burden to bring peace to this troubled region.  If you submit to penance and move forward in humility, that peace could be yours as well."

      Altu spat at the mask, trying to roll away.  Pity.  The future needed strong young people to rebuild all they had lost.  Blaise scooped an arm beneath him as if to help Altu off the ground.  The young man stilled briefly, and Blaise grabbed his face, shifting his other hand to the nape of the man's neck.  He wrenched Altu's head to the side, feeling the snap and grind, pulling hard to be sure he severed the spine, a merciful death.

      Blaise remained on one knee, holding the body as the eyes rolled back, the lungs failed, the frantic heartbeat stuttered.

      The woman started screaming and Blaise heard the commotion around him as his knights caught her and brought her near.  She struggled and wept.  "No, please, no! I repent! Whatever—don't kill me, praise to Allah, please don't kill me!"

      Chloe lowered the woman to her knees, steadying alongside the body of her companion.  Sobs wracked her form, exaggerating the thrust of her breasts in her immodest clothes.

      Blaise held out his hand.  "Kiss my ring in token of your repentance." The dead man's head drooped toward the ground, blood dripping on the mosaic.

      She grabbed Blaise's hand, eager now to show her faith, and kissed, then flinched as the barbs pierced her.  She pulled away, hand to her lips, finding a trace of blood.  Her eyelids fluttered, and she sagged into Chloe's arms.

      "Darius? Bring her to our allies.  She is of their faith, and perhaps they can bring her back to the fold."

      "Yes, my lord." Darius helped Chloe take up the unconscious woman and bear her away.

      Haldan stood nearby.  "Will you sit in vigil, my lord?" The knight's fingers tapped on his sword hilt.

      "I will cleanse myself of this, but there is no need for you to stay." He lifted his masked face to gaze at the knight.  "After all, you've a party to attend, with that robot woman."

      "Yes, my lord.  May it bring us that much closer to your reign."

      "Amen," said Blaise, and his guard departed, leaving him to sit in penance for the unrepentant dead.
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      Four meters under a mosque in Istanbul, Grant Casey stood at parade rest, watching himself work the room in a way he'd never done in his life.

      The other him was good at this, sticking close by the client's side, suppressing his gregarious nature as he deflected questions about Genghis Khan's tomb and that thing in Arizona—can't really say much until the trials are over, leaning in conspiratorially to one of their local contacts, you understand.  The client, Kyra Akbulut, kept glancing toward the conservation room barred off from one wedge of the octagonal chamber.  Bookshelves spread out in rays from the central opening where she waited, impatient for her big moment, while the imitation Grant Casey at her shoulder played at being a bodyguard.  He scanned too quickly, not proper technique, but good enough to fool the average observer.  In the dim light of the medieval archive, with his hair raked across one side of his face, he could even pass for Grant from twenty or so paces.  Up close, he could've been a Bollywood star.  Vivek Destry, actor, playing the role of Grant Casey.  Maybe Grant should keep him on payroll.  Meantime, Grant kept scanning.  Man with a limp, two women keeping close to the encircling bookshelves, skinny young reporter trying to work out the settings for his camera, not allowed to use a flash in the vault.  The place smelled musty, as if two millennia of mites and moisture conspired in the gaps where the ancient building settled deeper into the contested earth, making a claim to its place in a city that could barely keep the same name for more than a century.

      Across the room, near a temporary dais that intruded among the books and scrolls, Nick matched Grant's pose.  He wore an identical bespoke suit with a subtle Bone Guard logo stitched in at the breast pocket.  What would be next, pocket squares? It looked good on him, though, black from his buzz-cut head to the shiny toe of his leather shoes--until his teeth flashed in a grin, his gaze tracking the other Grant.

      Grant muttered, "Nick, eyes on the prize, okay?" The ear piece he wore picked up his voice even that low.  He'd have to compliment D.A.  on the upgrades.

      Nick dragged his eyes from the actor to the barred door opposite, where the star attraction would soon appear.  "Dang, Chief, that is one good-looking man.  Better looking than you are, for sure."

      Grant shot him a brief glare, then continued to scan the room.  Nicely dressed men and women, some with head scarfs, glasses of champagne in spite of the ranks of rare books that climbed the ancient shelves toward a distant ceiling.  "If somebody hires you a promotional stand-in, you don't pick the ugly one."

      Nick laughed, nodded to one of the passing women.  "This is a fine gig, Chief, but I hope I can get some of that champagne once this party's over."

      Two servers doled out drinks from a makeshift station, an open case of bottles beside them.  "I'm sure Ms. Akbulut would be happy to provide." She'd already given them two days of sight-seeing on top of the situational briefing—hard to object to that kind of treatment.  His scan caught for a moment on a familiar face, or so he thought.

      "See something?" Nick shifted a little as if his necktie were pinching, allowing him to glance in the direction of Grant's hesitation.  Excellent wingman, as sensitive to Grant's expression as the mic was to his voice.

      "Negative." Still made his heart race at the idea of seeing her.  The Phantom.  Flickering pseudo-candles made the whole archive hard to scan and cast so many faces into shadow.  Shelves receded back in octagonal symmetry to walls of stone he remembered from their earlier circuit, but now could not discern.

      "Told you, Chief, details, not ops.  Every time you get an op, it gets us in trouble." Nick straightened and cut the chatter as the room gathered to attention around the podium.

      Their host, the archive's curator, stepped up to the podium, and Kyra Akbulut moved quickly to join him, her thick, black braid swinging against the silk of her shirt.  She did everything quickly, with an efficiency of movement that recalled her most famous creation, the Homedroid.  When they first met, he wondered if she cultivated the style deliberately, drawing herself closer to her machines. Good marketing.  Hence this whole publicity thing.  Hence the other "Grant Casey" who stood at her shoulder, a visible suggestion of several layers of power, not just the strength of former warriors, but also the wealth it took to fly them to Turkey just to stand around at an event like this.

      "Thank you all for coming," the curator began.  "And thank you, Ms. Akbulut, for your generous support of the library that will allow us to conserve so many of these ancient works, and create a suitable display space so that we may, at last, open our doors to the public."

      Kyra smiled and nodded, offering a little wave at the polite applause.  At her shoulder, the other Grant stifled a smile and twitched to wave on his own behalf, as if the audience were there for him.  Actors.

      "And so, as a measure of our gratitude, Ms.  Akbulut, allow me to offer you the unprecedented opportunity to transport for conservation and study one of our rare works, the so-called Crusader Codex.  From our examination, we find that this compilation includes a number of accounts of the siege of Constantinople during the Fourth Crusade, including what appear to be diagrams of the legendary Byzantine automata some crusaders claim to have seen.  Neglected for years, due to its poor condition, the content of this manuscript has only recently become known, and I am sure it will open many new avenues of inquiry for scholars near and far.  I will welcome its return along with the results of your scientific analysis." The archivist gave a short gesture.

      An old man emerged from the locked wedge of the library, beyond the barred door.  He carried a handled wooden box inscribed with carvings and edged in the black accumulation of centuries.  Tickets to Istanbul, cases of champagne, all that stuff Grant could take or leave.  The chance to be among the first to view the codex after its discovery? Yeah, he was on board.  The old man shuffled nearer, holding up the box, and Kyra's smile spread.

      "Thank you, Curator.  I've engaged Grant Casey, and the Bone Guard, to ensure the safety of this valuable text during its transportation." Kyra tipped her head toward Grant's stand-in, and Vivek accepted the box on her behalf, then—reluctantly—stepped back from the center of attention.  "I can't say how much it means to me to be given this chance to view evidence of medieval practitioners of the robotic arts." She smiled, cameras clicked and bloggers murmured.  "I will look forward to⁠—"

      Another click, small but distinct, and distinctly out of place in the crowd.  Grant turned sharply.  Toward the back, a man's arm raised, a short staff in his hand.

      "Nick! Five o'clock.  Cover the prize!" Grant lunged forward.

      Even as he moved, the other Grant Casey staggered, blown backward.  He crumpled to the floor around a rush of blood.
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      Grant's gut clenched as if he had, indeed, absorbed the impact.  "Take care of the target, I'm on the perp!"

      "On it," Nick replied.  Each of them moved with military speed and accuracy while around them, civilians scattered.

      "Give him space! The rest of you, get down!" Grant shouted, repeating the message in two other languages.  He pointed toward the archive's own security guard.  "And call an ambulance."

      The guy with the rod took a step forward, still aiming at Vivek.  One of the women rammed into his side so his shot went wild.  He spun about, swinging the rod for her head, but she was already gone, scattered like the others—or not.  Ducking his swing and turning sharply, she swept her foot around for his knees.  The guy leapt her, making for the stacks.

      Grant dodged the crowd, vaulted a low shelf into the aisle where the man had gone.  When the perp spun about, Grant caught the man's wrist, squeezing hard as he yanked the arm up, aiming the weapon toward the sky.  The man grunted, turning with the woman's assault and now finding himself pinned between them.  "Drop it!" No guns allowed in the library, but Grant slid a knife from his belt, the point pressing into his captive's spine.

      The woman pivoted, recovering from the perp's speedy escape, and her eyes flicked up, pale green, flashing in recognition and surprise.  Her glance darted toward the podium, toward the fallen man.  He hadn't seen her for more than a year, but he would never mistake her.  The Phantom.

      As if aware of the brief distraction, the assassin rocked himself backward onto Grant's knife, overbalancing them both and crashing into a bookshelf.  He wrenched his arm downward, turning hard.  Ignoring the knife carving into him, he landed a flurry of blows.  He fought in silence, in spite of the blade, his narrow face grim as Grant blocked the blows aimed at his head and stomach.  Where had she gone? No time to wonder.  He ducked a back-handed swing of the rod, then slammed that hand against the shelf.  Still the guy didn't let go of his weapon.

      A high kick slammed Grant's side and he twisted back to solid footing.  The guy's other hand dropped to his pocket, and Grant dodged, expecting a gun.  Instead, the shooter produced a butane lighter.  He snapped it on and swept the flame along the nearest shelf.  The yellowed paper of exposed pages curled and crackled.  Shit.

      The lighter swung toward Grant's face, searing his cheek before he turned aside and brought his knee into the other man's crotch.  Yeah, no sympathy for that kind of bastard.

      Even that the man absorbed in silence.  He dropped to his knees, pulling free from Grant's grip to tumble away.  He swept the lighter along a woman's dress as she tried to flee the scene and she screamed.  Then the perp was up, his weapons vanishing under his coat.  Grant's knife clattered to the ground as the guy fled, pushing through the bewildered crowd and lunging up the stairs.  Pursuit or damage control? Grant took in the scene.  Books burned behind him, the woman's gown flared up ahead, a horrible beacon in the gloom.  No question his choice of action.

      "Down, get down and roll!" Grant moved toward the woman, but the Phantom was already there, calling out to the victim, clasping her.  Turning aside, Grant stripped off his suit coat to smother the flames that crackled along the texts.  He left his jacket there and sprinted past the shelves back to the open space where Nick crouched over the other Casey, stabilizing a shaft that thrush from his lower abdomen.  Vivek choked and gasped.

      "How bad is it?"

      "I won't be you anymore," the actor panted, as tears streaked his face.  "I quit.  I won't be Grant Casey if it means getting shot."

      And beaten, bound, gagged, stabbed, blown up, and occasionally thrown into a cactus.  "Sometimes, buddy," Grant told him, "I'm right there with you.  Nick's taking care of you—you're in good hands."

      Kyra Akbulut paced on the other side of the barred door, the curator huddling nearby, each of them on a cell phone, each speaking a different language.  Before it opened, that door stopped anyone from grabbing their goodies, it wouldn't stop a bullet.  She froze when she saw him and covered the microphone.  "Where's the box? The codex?"

      He swept a glance across the floor: blood, Vivek's thrashing form, Nick tearing away the actor's clothes to work on the wound.  The box was nowhere to be seen.

      "We're good here," Nick said.  "Go!"

      With that, Grant ran, sliding between the scattering crowd as they stumbled upstairs and spilled onto a cobbled street.  The bleat of foreign sirens reverberated from thousand-year-old walls.  Far ahead, stumbling as he ran, the assassin moved away from the sound of police—and his hands were empty.  Shit.  Grant spun about.  Seventeen women, twenty-eight men in the archive.  One of the women was the Phantom, one of the men was the shooter.  Could the Phantom be here to steal the book he was paid to guard? A handful of cars stood along the narrow street, and a few people piled into them, more than the people who'd arrived in them.  Grant blocked the first one, slamming his hand on the hood.  "Security! We need to search⁠—"

      Their eyes looked round and terrified as he popped the doors.  Nothing.  Moved on to the second vehicle.  Where the hell was the box? How could it be concealed so fast?

      "What are you doing? You're not security." A beefy man behind the wheel of the car, glaring over a red-gold beard.

      The sound of a motorcycle starting up.  There! Fifty yards beyond, the rider had a bulky parcel under his arm, and another twenty terrified curators, collectors and librarians wailing in between.  The rider could be her: he'd mistaken her for a man the first time they met.  "Let me through!" Grant rocked into motion, then a sudden flash in his eyes, and he tripped over someone.

      "Wasn't that your boss who got shot?" A thin kid thrust a camera in Grant's face.  Grant swiped the camera easy and started shooting, zooming in on the escaping biker as he streaked up the street toward a sharp turn.

      "Hey! You can't do that!" The kid's hands grabbed for his camera, making Grant feel like a mean big brother.

      "Someone's been shot, and something's been stolen.  Take it up with Ms.  Akbulut, but get out of my way."

      "Okay—but I want the story."

      Who did he think he was, Jimmy Olsen on the track of Superman? "You won't get it from me."

      The cycle spun around the curve and Grant tracked it in his head.  That road came back around to join up maybe two blocks north.  Yanking the camera strap over his wrist, he pivoted and started running, alert for the sound of the motorcycle as it curved toward him.  He dodged the approaching ambulance, put on a burst of speed as the bike's engine grew louder.  They reached the corner at the same time, the biker taking a minimal pause to check traffic.

      Grant surged and leaped, slamming into the biker and toppling him to the ground.  The bike whined in a half circle and scraped into a lamppost, wheels spinning.  The biker rapped Grant with his helmeted head and scrambled to his feet.  The helmet turned, scanning, and they both spotted the bundle, the ancient box revealed beneath the scarf used to wrap it.  The biker pounced and Grant swept his ankle, bowling him into the street.

      Tires squealed and a black sedan lurched to a halt between them.  Shit.  But the box remained.  Grant grabbed the handle and hauled it toward him, the dangling camera clattering across cobblestones.  He tucked the box like a football.  Beyond the hood of the car, the thief staggered through a crowd of tourists and vanished.  Grant aimed a glare at the car that had enabled the getaway.

      "That's an alley! I know where it goes!" shouted the guy inside, in accented English.  "Get in!"

      Grant swung open the door to find the bearded man who had shouted at him earlier.

      "You're not security," the guy said, "I am."

      He looked familiar from Grant's scanning, and from the earlier security briefing.  Grant dropped into the seat, box on his lap, and the guy hit the gas almost before he'd closed the door.  They squealed around the tourists and the car roared down a narrow street.  Cars parked half on the sidewalks to both sides, and a delivery van pulled around a corner toward them, only to stop and reverse as Grant's driver gunned his engine.  They shot past the delivery van and accelerated down a brief straightaway before turning hard across a narrow alley left over Roman times.  Empty.

      The driver slammed his fist against his steering wheel, breathing hard as he slumped back in his seat.  Grant popped his door and stood up from the car, taking advantage of a higher view to scan the streets around.  Minarets and domes interrupted the stacked old houses and twisted paths, with a steeple here and there just for variety.  Lots of people: women shopping, vendors hawking, tourists gawking.  Nobody limping in a conspicuous hurry.  Damn.  At least he had the box.  Grant sank back into his seat and shut the door.  "Thanks for trying."

      "Doing our job, right?" The guy grinned at him.  "At least you retrieved the chest." He put the car into gear and started off at a more careful pace, heading away from the archive.  Probably looking for a place to turn Probably.

      "Michael Donahue," Grant said, using the assumed name he'd taken for this op.  "With the Bone Guard working for Kyra Akbulut.  Who're you?"

      "Haldan Brunelle." He glanced down at the ancient wooden box under Grant's arm.  "Do you want to put that in the back? Might as well be comfortable."

      "I think Ms. Akbulut would be more comfortable if I hung onto it.  She's very concerned about the codex." He shifted it into his lap.  Brunelle presented as an ally and drove like an operator, heading resolutely away from the archives.  He didn't appear to be armed.  The squint at his eye and the sheen of sweat at his temple suggested the guy was going off script and doing his best.  Grant wasn't too worried.  Yet.

      "So will the archive be, naturally.  They were hesitant even to reveal they had it, much less its location in the vault." As Brunelle turned the wheel, a cross tattoo on the inside of his wrist peeked out from one shirt cuff.

      "Your accent.  Not Turkish or Greek.  Sounds Germanic.  Do you mind my asking?" Grant ran his hands over the box, worked-iron hinges, iron handle, truncated triangle for the lid, a classic medieval shape A piece of wood had cracked at the back with what appeared to be fresh damage.  The box felt light, dried out over centuries.  Or.  .  .

      Brunelle chuckled.  "I think of myself as Varangian Guard—you've heard of this?"

      Nice.  Didn't address the question, but Grant flashed a smile of his own.  "Vikings in Byzantium in defense of the empire.  What's not to love? Pull over, would you? I need to check something."

      Brunelle's hands tightened on the wheel, then he gave a nod and pulled over alongside a souk, packed with stalls, vendors, tourists and scammers.  So, Brunelle was an operator, but not experienced with abductions, confirming Grant's suspicion that they were both improvising.  In ten seconds, Grant could disappear into that crowd and never been seen again.  In the meantime, he wiggled free the thousand-year-old latch and opened the lid.

      "Are you sure you should expose—?" Brunelle stopped abruptly and both men stared into the empty box.
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      Kyra Akbulut aimed her hardest of stares as Casey rushed out the doors, efficiently streaming past the others to do as she asked.  Some security guard or another shouted for calm, and nobody listened.  Panic and anger echoed off the stone walls to beat at her ears.  Behind the gridded door in the heart of the archive, Kyra paced like a jaguar.  Nobody was supposed to get shot.  Take some photos, write a large check, and walk out of here with the key to proving her father's legacy.  Hire in some flashy mercenaries to add gravity to an otherwise routine exchange of favors.  It wasn't the sort of thing someone got shot for, until suddenly one of her hirelings lay on the floor in a pool of blood while two others worked clean-up for the disaster.  And she had just gotten off the phone with her lawyer to make sure she wasn't criminally liable.

      The wounded man cried out, and Kyra flinched.  Bile rose in her throat.

      "Stay here, Miss.  Let the security take care of everything.  Everything's going to be fine," said the curator next to her.  He patted her hand and tried a smile that trembled in all the wrong ways.

      Stay here, and cower like an old man.  No.  Kyra straightened her back, tossed her braid over her shoulder and strode out into the chamber.  The old man yelped behind her.  "Miss Akbulut! Please!"

      All he wanted was the money.  That was all anyone ever wanted from her, the money, or the technology that created it.  The danger had gone, fleeing up the stairs a few paces before the Bone Guard went after them, but even Casey hadn't seen them take the box.  The smell of burnt manuscripts tinged the air now, a swirl of smoke obscuring the upper shelves.  A woman with a blackened dress sat sobbing on a chair while one of the champagne servers offered comfort.

      Kyra turned on her heel and stalked closer to the stricken man.  "How is he?"

      The big, Black man—what did Casey call him? Nick?—knelt awkwardly with his right leg stuck out along the body.  Not the body, the victim.  Destry.  As she watched, Nick unzipped his pantleg up to the knee, with a zipper worked invisibly into the seam.  Underneath, a sleek, state-of-the-art carbon fiber prosthetic showed above an ordinary sock.  He pried up a panel on the side of his leg and slipped out a knife with his right hand.  The lack of two fingers on his right hand was obvious, the prosthetic, much less so.

      "Where did you get that?" Kyra said before she could stop herself.  She squatted alongside them.  "Sorry, that's the wrong question.  I wasn't aware you had a prosthetic."

      He shot her a look, gave a slight shake of his head, and got back to work.  His left hand still braced the short shaft that emerged from Destry's side.  Now his right hand deftly slit the shirt away from the injury.  "First question you asked was the better one, Ms. Akbulut.  How is he?" Nick smiled down at Destry.  "Well, he's in some pain, as you'd imagine, but I hear an ambulance on the way already, and I'm an army-trained field medic.  I've seen a lot worse than this."

      Destry grimaced back up at him with a desperate nod, and Kyra studied Nick's face, trying to determine if he was lying.  She brought up her cellphone again, sliding through a few screens to find the right app for that.  He radiated warmth through his baritone voice and carefully paced words, then glanced at her again with an edge like that knife in his hand.  "If you're not busy, Ms. Akbulut, you could ask if they have a proper first aid kit."

      "I wouldn't think so," she replied.  A frown pinched her mouth.  The app was having trouble reading his features.  An effect of the dim lighting, the smoky air, or the simple fact that, once again, the developers had trained their software only on other Silicon Valley pasty faces.

      "Put down the phone and find out."

      She didn't need an app to read his hostility.  Kyra pushed to her feet and peered around the room, trying to find anyone competent.  "You!" she called out in Turkish, pointing at one of the archivists who held a discarded Bone Guard suit coat in one hand and a singed manuscript in the other.  "Yes.  Put those down and find a medical kit."

      "Right! Of course." The man hurriedly complied.  Or perhaps just hurried out of view, the jacket flapping in his grip.

      Kyra's phone quivered in her hand, and she glanced at it.  One new message.

      >Bad time? Jemma626

      Perfect time, really.  >Someone's been shot > with some kind of Dart

      >Not by me > who else is interested?

      >none I know of

      >think again

      Kyra's jaw clenched and her thumbs hovered over the keyboard like raptors, but she could not think of a reply before another message popped up.

      >price is rising

      "Ms. Akbulut, if you could⁠—"

      Kyra shook her head.  >so you have it?

      >considering an auction

      No auction, just name the new price.  Kyra hesitated, then replied >Do you have it?

      >I control it

      A black hand wrapped the cellphone and twisted it from her grip.  Kyra yelped.  "What are you doing? That's private."

      Nick ignored her as he slid the phone into an inside pocket and stripped off his tie.  "You hold or you wrap." He thrust out the tie.

      "What are you talking about? You need to give back my phone.  You people have already ruined this event, and I won't stand for⁠—"

      Nick caught her elbow and drew her down beside him, forcing her to meet his eye.  "Did you sign off on the combat clause? In the contract? Because none of us got on board for assassination.  Not me, not the Chief, and certainly not Vivek." He bunched the tie in his hand, then stretched his fingers out again, as if he had to forcibly restrain himself—from what?

      "I thought I was signing on the most competent crew I could, and now I see I was wrong.  This is hardly the time⁠—"

      "Damn straight.  When the Chief gets back, he will read you chapter and verse, and don't say a damn thing about competence, Lady, or I will not pull my punches.  You knew what you were setting us up for, and you didn't tell.  As of now, we're making double.  Him, too." He nodded to Vivek.  "So.  You hold or you wrap.  We need to get this thing stabilized for transfer to the hospital."

      Kyra glanced down again at Destry.  Sweat beaded his face, and maybe tears, his skin gone ashy.  She likely didn't look much better.  She swallowed hard.  "I—I have a problem with blood." Her glance cut away toward the rough mosaics of the floor.  Even there, tendrils of red crept between the tiny stones.

      "Really."

      In a rush, she said, "I have a problem with blood.  My father died of a hemorrhagic fever.  I have a problem with blood, I told you!"

      Nick's demeanor shifted as if he were taking off a mask.  Was he in his right mind? He toggled from tough guy to tender heart so quickly, as if he ran two programs simultaneously on different channels of his mind.  "Hey, hey, it's okay.  In that case, you hold.  You keep your eyes averted, I guide your hand.  You game?"

      Game? What even—Destry gave a whimper, and Kyra clenched her jaw, still tracing the patterns of the mosaic, trying not to follow the patterns of blood.  She held out her hand to the side.  Nick grasped it firmly, gently.  "Here," he directed, placing her hand against the damp heat of Destry's side, some sort of cloth already wadded there.  At least she needn't touch the blood directly.

      "Press down, hold here." He wrapped her thumb and forefinger around the shaft, holding her hand in place a moment as she took over.  Kyra nodded, her braid slithering down off her shoulder.  She cried out, imagining its dark tail dipped in the stranger's blood.  Nick squeezed her hand, then let go.  He flicked her braid across her neck to the other side, then shifted around, working at something.

      Destry moaned softly, and Nick crooned to him, "Don't worry, we're taking care of you.  Chief and Ms. Akbulut, they're gonna make sure you get the finest care.  Hey, do something for me, Vivek, if you would?"

      "What?" A rough whisper.

      "You keep playing your role.  Last thing we want right now is the enemy knowing they got the wrong guy."

      "The enemy?" Destry stammered, more clearly this time, and Kyra's head lifted at the same moment.  She hired them for the projected menace of military men—for their brawn, not their brains.  What could the man possibly be thinking?

      "We're gonna find out what's behind all of this, Vivek, and it'll be a lot easier if they think our boss is in the hospital, understand? Sure you do—you're not just a pretty face, I know that.  You've got a thousand things going on behind those incredible eyes."

      Excellent.  Now he was flirting.  What else had she not known about these men?

      Destry gave a soft whuff of something like laughter.

      "Clear the way!" Someone shouted in Turkish, then a pair of uniformed men rushed down the stairs with a box of medical supplies and a folded stretcher.  "Where's the patient?"

      "He speaks English," Nick reported, easing his leg back, preparing to rise.  At some point, he'd re-zipped his pantleg, concealing the prosthetic, and who knew what else.

      "Can you tell me the name?" the first responder asked carefully in English.  "Yours?"

      "Grant Casey," Vivek murmured.  "The Bone Guard." Kyra caught a glimpse of his movie-screen smile, tremulous though it was.

      "That's a good man," Nick said.  "You'll be alright.  We'll be over as soon as we can, Casey." Nick brought up his arm, guiding Kyra back, and the two of them rose, Nick's hand now cupping her elbow.

      As the emergency crew got to work, Kyra caught a glimpse of Nick's tie, expertly wound around Destry's middle, with the actor's own tie, working together to keep the shaft from moving.  Perhaps she'd gone slightly off course by impugning the men's competence.  Though she still had no word of Casey and the box.  "May I have my phone back?"

      Nick handed it over without a word.  Which Nick was he at that moment? His face looked too calm, not the stern warrior nor the soothing counselor.  If she could work out how Nick controlled his features, it could rip the Uncanny Valley problem wide open.

      "You told him Ca—that your crew would work to find out who did this." She lifted her chin, trying to command Nick's gaze, glad of her thick heels for the extra few inches they gave her.  It still wasn't enough for parity.

      His gaze shifted incrementally across the chamber, taking in the blood, the commotion around the downed man, the cluster of archivists near the burnt books.  "Hemorrhagic fever? That's rough."

      Kyra regretted saying anything, regretted that her filters so often failed her just when she needed them most.  "Can we please focus on the matter at hand? Given what's happened here, I presume that the Bone Guard will be stepping aside to allow a proper investigation by the Turkish authorities."

      Nick pursed his lips.  "Really.  You planning to be just as honest with them as you were with us?" He shook his head slowly.  "Hurts like an SOB, you know, getting shot."

      "I imagine it would, and I hope I never find out." Her cell phone buzzed softly and her fingers itched to bring it up to her face.  She tucked her hands under her arms cell phone and all.  Give him no excuse to cross that line again.

      "I hope so, too, Ms. Akbulut.  But you know what hurts worse?" He swiveled to face her, and the mask hid everything beside his eyes, deep-brown pools of sorrow.  "Knowing somebody else took a shot meant for you.  You think the Chief's done here, and I'm telling you, he's not even begun."
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      Blaise sat in front of the table, legal pad on his lap, ankle crossed over his knee.  He wore glasses he didn't need because they made him look more engaged, and gave him something to remove when he wanted to shift to a more intimate register.  The small conference room gave too strong an impression of corporate unconcern, so he had moved the proceedings to one end, himself with his back to the big table, the occupying chairs he had placed a careful angle from which they could see each other, and him.  Out the window behind them, the exquisite skyline of Istanbul glowed in the late afternoon sun, minarets pointing the sky as if to indicate God's presence, church domes resting like warm eggs underneath, and the squared-off structures of everyday living filled in all around them, a jostling, beautiful gathering of humanity, rather like the pair before him.  Brothers, estranged by their father's death.

      After the eldest trailed off a moment ago, his younger brother sitting in stony silence, Blaise allowed the silence to grow, regarding his notepad full of irrelevant remarks.  Finally, he replaced the cap on his pen, and removed his glasses, tucking them in his pocket and leaning forward, fingers pressed together.  "Thank you for agreeing to meet under these less formal circumstances.  It is clear to me that each of you prizes your father's legacy⁠—"

      The younger immediately began to speak, but Blaise held up his hand, and the man subsided into a glower.  "Mavi.  You perceive your brother's desire to change the business and move on to new markets as an attack upon your father's memory."

      "Yes! Yes, exactly." Mavi crossed his arms and shot his brother a look as if Blaise had just confirmed everything he believed in.

      "It's not so! Father and I talked about this plan when he was alive.  You'd know that if you had—" Aziz started up again, but he subsided when Blaise directly his gaze, and his comforting gesture in that direction.

      "Aziz.  You stayed very close to your father during the last months of his illness.  You regard yourself as the keeper of that legacy, and you hope to carry on his wishes with your portion of the business."

      Aziz jabbed a finger toward him, then toward the heavens.  "Just as he would have wished."

      "You both agreed to arbitration because you don't wish your father's business to be torn apart by these proceedings, but at the same time, each of you believes he is the one to best carry that business forward." Blaise wheeled his chair slightly forward.  " I am not here to tell you what to do, but to help you listen to each other, and understand together what is best for you both, and for the legacy your father left you.  It is my task to make clear to you the things you might not speak aloud." He spread his hands, opening the moment to them both.  "What you must know, Aziz, is that Mavi didn't stay away from the hospital because he was so eager for money that he disdained your father.  To him, his work as the buyer meant preserving the relationships with your vendors which struggled already because of your father's decline.  Mavi's work was how he showed his love."

      Mavi's arms folded more tightly, and he glanced upward, his eyes sparkling.  Aziz blinked a few times, and seemed about to speak, but refrained.  Awkward for them both to have their emotions laid out by a virtual stranger.  Awkward in a way that would draw them together, if he treated them carefully.

      "This is not the court of Solomon where I say I will cut the business in half, and the one of you who loves it more will give up his half to the other to see it preserved." Blaise smiled gently.  "It is very clear to me how much each of you loves what your father has made, and how much each of you wishes it to continue."

      "Fine, we both love it," Aziz snapped.  "How does that help us if we can't agree what to do with it?"

      Blaise drew a deep breath.  "Curious to say, but the first step will be to part yourselves from your father's plans.  You both wish to uphold his legacy, but that does not mean you must adhere to his instructions.  Aziz is hopeful for change and growth.  Imagine that he takes that hope into a new arena, expanding the store's offerings and seeking new partners.  Yes, your father appointed you as the floor manager, and you have done very well, but you see beyond the shop doors.  Mavi, on the other hand, strives to preserve.  If he were to return, taking over the daily operations, he would ensure a strong platform from which new ventures might set forth, and to which the family can stay close if those risks don't quickly show benefit."

      Aziz puffed a derisive breath.  "You're saying we trade roles.  We keep the business intact, and simply—what—change ourselves."

      Mavi's crossed arms parted at last, open almost in a prayer.  "You could go to the trade shows, see what else is out there.  You would love that, Aziz." His smile faded a little, and he said, "Wouldn't you?"

      For a moment, the elder surveyed the city outside the windows.  "You'd be stuck here, in the shop, talking to the same customers, every day, the same conversations with the tourists."

      When Mavi laughed, Blaise sat back in his seat, withdrawing from the conversation.  Mavi waved away his brother's objections.  "That's what I do—talking to people, having the same conversation, but making it better and stronger every time.  So Babi gave us these jobs, he groomed us for this, but imagine we could both be happier, and still keep his memory.  Don't you think he would rather see us together?" Mavi put out his hand, reaching.

      After a moment, Aziz took it, nodding, but still refusing to smile.  "We'll need a contract, a plan.  If this doesn't work out. . ."

      Blaise said, "I shall ask the lawyers back in to help you with the terms.  It's been a pleasure working with you.  I wish you both every success." He took each of their hands in turn, laying his free hand gently over and pressing, meeting their eyes.  "If you'll excuse me," and walked a few paces to the far end of the table, his phone vibrating in his pocket.  Haldan.  Blaise tapped to ignore the call for now.  Haldan would be patient.

      Blaise stepped out the door where the lawyers were waiting.

      "They went from daggers out to shaking hands—did you just do us out of a hundred billable hours?" Baris Ozan, one of the senior partners asked, then squeezed Blaise's shoulder.  "You ever thought of running for office?"

      Blaise demurred with a wave of his hand.  "I don't wish to be beholden to a single side of any conflict."

      "I'm so glad you're coming to Cyprus next week, for the Davos-ME.  The region could really use someone like you," said Ozan, his grin widening as if he planned to devour Blaise along with the clients.  "Have you heard about the yacht the Arabs are bringing? It's as big as a hotel, but lying down—They're hosting Thursday's dinner."

      "To help the wealthy celebrate the spoils of the wars they fund? I can hardly wait." Davos-ME, for Middle East: the premier Mediterranean marketplace of heads of state and figureheads, and the men who bought and sold them.  Those men wanted to pretend they were world leaders, like the people who gathered at Davos in Switzerland, when in fact, they were the men who ruined the Middle East, riding it into the ground for their own gain.  He would be there—but not in the way Ozan intended.

      "Ah, you're an idealist? How long have you been living here, and you still think there's any other way?" Ozan laughed, his tie flapping against his belly.  "At least you don't mind fine dining at the billionaires' expense."

      "Sometimes, the lion must lay down with the lamb, Baris." Ignoring the partner's puzzled expression, Blaise ushered them in to the room he had left.  Then he returned the call.

      "Tell me," he said in French.  Blaise strolled the corridor, swapping waves and signs of approval with the rest of the team as he made his way to a balcony where he could get some privacy.

      "Empty," Haldan told him.  "The box was empty.  Another man there, one of those Bone Guards, chased down the retrieval agent, in spite of my efforts to stop him.  When he got hold of the box, I offered a ride in case we needed to take him in, but we opened it and found it was already empty."

      "He couldn't have taken it without your noticing?"

      "No, sir.  He thinks me a buffoon, for how I got in the way, but the agent had dropped the box.  The agent had no chance to hand off the codex either.  The entire event—sir, it was chaos, just as we planned." He briefed Blaise on what happened at the archives, then added, "I was by the stairs the entire time, and I'm sure the box went from storage to the Bone Guard, then to our agent.  Nobody opened it until I had it in my car."

      Beating the rail softly with his fist, Blaise contained his frustration.  Davos-ME began in just a few days.  His allies wanted to go ahead regardless of whether he was ready.  Prior to the discovery of the codex, he'd been inclined to agree, but this chance was too exceptional to pass up.  "I presume our agents are on the way to the temple?"

      "Yes.  The police have pictures.  But who would intervene like this? Hardly anyone knows about the codex, much less cares what it contains."

      "It must be the Nizari—who else? The Assassins will do anything to stop me."

      "We'll make sure they never get close, my lord." He dropped to sotto voce for the title, and Blaise warmed with the knowledge of this man's loyalty.  This man, and all of his other knights.

      "This Bone Guard.  Do you think he trusts you? Could you get him to? We need to know what they're doing.  Also, we need word from the hospital."

      "Yes, sir.  I've also asked Chloe to step up her involvement.  What else?"

      What else indeed? Blaise rested his hand on the rail, gazing toward the Sea of Marmara—Syria, Iran, Lebanon, Israel—all those warring factions in need of a common vision of peace.  In Cyprus, they would gather, looking to wealth to lead them, not knowing it would merely shackle them in corruption and apostasy.  The key had been within his grasp, only to be stolen away by the agents of fury, those who reaped what vengeance sowed.  "I shall ask the head.  Baphomet may have another secret for me."
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      After too little questioning by the local police, Grant and Nick escorted their client, by limousine, to her house on the outskirts of the city center, a ride hardly long enough to justify the luxury.  Grant kept his eyes on Nick, watching for a break, while Akbulut kept her eyes on her phone, texting furiously.  Nick raised his eyebrows and tipped his head in her direction, then rolled his eyes, and Grant gave the slightest nod in reply.  A tech millionaire attached to her device.  Imagine that.  Nick's tie had gone and a streak of blood marked his right cuff.  Grant's humor faded as quickly as it flared. A cushy job gone wrong.  Imagine that.

      The uniformed driver held the door for the client, and Grant stepped out first, stepping straight into vigilance.  He'd lost his jacket to fire control, and his knife to the local authorities.  Well, one of his knives.  Still he slid into the familiar role as if he were putting on his favorite jeans.

      In a square, beige structure, a pair of patterned blue doors carved an impressive entry.  Shuttered windows to either side.  A family strolling with baskets in hand, a woman consulting a guide book and glancing back down the street, frowning.

      "Come." Kyra Akbulut stepped from the car, but Grant put a hand in front of her, still silent, and shot her a look.  She scowled in response, dark brows turned theatrically down.  "It's my own house, Mr. Casey."

      "Donahue," he corrected.  "Casey's in the hospital."

      With an exasperated sigh, she slid past his hand and kept walking.  Nick emerged behind her, a little awkward as he stood up.

      "You alright?" Grant asked.

      "Battle ready." Nick gazed after the client as she approached the huge door and passed inside.  "Bit of a pain, sitting on floors."

      "I hear you." Grant waved to the driver, who shut the car door, and climbed back in to park the massive vehicle somewhere else.  The family heading home from market let themselves into a modest square door across the road.  One of three pedestrian doors, four garage bay doors with line of site to the client's home.  Few first floor windows, shutters on the second.  Lost tourist now absent.  Interesting.  Grant set off after Akbulut.  "When do you think she starts to worry?"

      "You think she ever worries?" Nick strode along with him.  "I mean, aside from worrying about the stock market and the launch date for the next I-crap."

      "Somebody wanted me dead."

      "And you're not worried."

      "Are you?"

      Nick moved his right hand, dispelling a bit of the tension that edged every line and muscle.  "Chief...that setting, musty and dim, the man I'm meant to serve flying back from the impact—almost went straight back to Afghanistan, to seeing you die all over again."

      Grant bumped his wingman with his elbow.  "You didn't break.  You went straight to saving his life, like I knew you would."

      "Near thing, though, and you—" Nick gave a snort, drawing Grant's eye.  "You're pumped, aren't you? Old adrenaline kicking in already."

      Grant shook his head.  "We've got a job to do; protect that book.  Now it's gone." They passed into the shade of the mansion, and he flashed a grin.  "Admittedly, the job just got a lot more interesting."

      Nick elbowed him back, harder.  They passed from the shade of the thick gateway into a sunlit courtyard with a central fountain, and the door whirred shut behind them, an electronic lock engaged.  Four doors and a staircase wide enough to drive the limousine up.  Akbulut conferenced briefly with a man dressed in a tunic who immediately rushed off to do her bidding: Adem Kazaz, her personal assistant.

      "Are we allowed to talk now?" Grant called after her.

      She pivoted on her heel, arms folded.  "I do not appreciate your attitude, Mr. Casey.  You are the one who insists upon securing everything, and now you're upset I asked for silence in the car?"

      "If your decree of silence had anything to do with security, Ms. Akbulut, you wouldn't have been texting the entire time.  Do you have a secure line?"

      "I have the highest level of encryption on every device I own."

      "And it hasn't been out of your hand all day?"

      "Only when your man took it."

      "And when you left it in your purse while you were being photographed in front of the archive, then on a shelf in the secure chamber for a second round of photographs inside the archive.  When you accepted a glass of champagne, you placed it on another shelf, and momentarily forgot where it was when that old colleague of your father's approached you."

      Her eyes widened during this recitation, but rather than be impressed, she shrugged.  "So you saw where it was all the time—why ask me?"

      "Because I wasn't paid to guard your cellphone, ma'am, and I am not willing to state in a court of law that nobody had access to it.  Outside of those moments, I had eyes on the crowd, not on your device.  I'd highly recommend replacing it as soon as possible." Grant stood at parade rest, regarding his client.  "Who else wanted that manuscript?"

      "Nobody." Her glance flicked away.

      "Bullshit."  She flinched, and he said, "Sorry, did you want that in Turkish?" He gave her a long moment.  "The man we hired to pretend to be me was shot two hours ago and the target was stolen.  I don't expect clients to let me into their intimate lives, but I do need to know what we're facing to do a proper risk analysis.  Who else wanted it?"

      Her crossed arms tightened, and she glared at him.  "Is the manuscript valuable? I suppose it is, but, like your services, it's rather niche.  Most of the codex is the usual Latin drivel.  It's only the part about the automata that's likely of much interest, and then, only to the right audience."

      "Got it.  Make me a list.  Nick?"

      Nick took a step forward.  "Yes, sir?" All soldier, all over again.  At least he never made the break into sniper mode.

      "Reach out to D.A.  We need to define the niche for that kind of material.  I also need to know about the weapon I was shot with, and—"  he stopped short.

      "What's up, Chief?"

      He was on the verge of mentioning the Phantom, but no need to reveal that detail for the client, not unless it proved relevant.  "We need a full work-up on the security man, Haldan Brunelle."

      "He's the dude helped you out, right?"

      "He interceded, anyhow, but not for my own sake.  Seemed as likely to become an abduction as an assist, right up until we opened the box.  And he has a tattoo, a small cross."  Grant indicated the inside of his wrist, and Akbulut cocked her head.

      "Well, if ink's a reason to be suspicious, Chief, you're the prime suspect."

      "Your man is a knight,"  Akbulut said.  She stared at Grant as if he, clearly, were not.

      "Looked more like a Viking," Nick observed.

      "Look, Mr. Casey," making a point of saying his name, "as I told your associate, I hired you to guard and escort the codex, and now, it's been stolen on your watch.  So far as I am concerned, that constitutes severe dereliction of duty, and⁠—"

      "That's how you're playing this?  With all due respect, ma'am, I don't think stopping an active shooter situation, fighting a fire, and chasing a thief while Nick saved a man's life adds up to dereliction.  If we determine that you've been withholding information that we required in order to adequately perform our job, I think I can win that lawsuit with about 40 witnesses willing to testify, including the knight."

      Her lips compressed, and her eyes flicked as she calculated the odds or considered how to lie, her impersonation of righteous anger on pause.

      "Do not play games with me, Ms. Akbulut, and I will continue to play straight with you."

      Nick chuckled softly.  "Told you," he said softly, and she cast him a look a little more gentle than anything she'd shown to Grant.  Interesting.

      Finally she flipped back her braid.  "Very well, Mr. Casey.  What do you advise?"

      "You expected something to happen, so I advise you to tell us what and why.  At least two other parties are interested in that manuscript.  From here on out, no security theater.  We've got a man down, a shooter and a thief on the loose.  It's not about appearances, it's life or death.  You need a new cellphone, for one thing.  And no duplication of that device.  Anything you want off of it, you transfer manually."

      She took two steps toward him.  "Do you have any idea what you're asking?"

      "You're not the one who got shot."

      At the top of the stairs, Adem Kazaz reappeared, keeping his distance.

      "Neither are you." Lips still parted, Akbulut absorbed what she had said and broke off with a crisp nod.  "In that case, make yourselves comfortable in the grand salon.  Adem will assist you and I'll send up the drones."
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