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Chapter One

Why BB Wears Glasses

“Are you ready?” Jeanie’s breath
tickled my neck, sending shivers along the length of my body and
raising goose bumps. I vowed that she could only do that on months
with vowels in them.

I grinned and
kissed her forehead. “Again? You are insatiable.”

Two small but
powerful fingers skittered across the scars littering my chest and
pulled out a hair.

“Owie!”

“Don’t
be such a baby,” she said, nipping at my shoulder with sharp and
very white teeth. “You know what I meant. Are you ready to go back
to work?”

“Guess
so,” I mumbled, feeling a yawning pit in my stomach as recent
events played out in my mind.

A couple of
months earlier, the deeply disturbed father of a serial rapist I’d
shot ten years ago beat the everloving tar out of me, scattering my
teeth like Chiclets. I was pretty sure I swallowed a few. He’d also
taken a DeWalt variable speed power drill to my kneecaps and I had
come a gnat’s whisker from an up close and personal look at the
afterlife. Since then I had been on forced leave, in spite of being
fully healed and sporting a brand-new set of titanium/porcelain
dental implants that added an extra hundred watts to my smile. No
amount of arguing could convince my boss, BB, that I was fine and
ready for work. I had to wait until I had his say-so.

“Two
months,” he had said, staring at me with his patented stern
expression, eyes glittering like polished gray pebbles behind his
wire rims. “Then you can come back. No more, no less and no
arguments.”

I’m pretty
stubborn, but BB was in a class all by himself.

My girlfriend, a
refugee from England circa 1943—a stunning chocolate brown vision
who’d had the misfortune to fall for me during a unique
time-traveling episode in my career—gave me a look of concern mixed
with exasperation, but kept her mouth shut. Instead, she exited our
bed and headed toward the shower, leaving me wondering what I’d
said. The more primal parts of me appreciated the view. Figuring
that contrition was the better part of valor, I followed Jeanie
into the marble-tiled shower, needles of hot water scouring my
pale, tender hide.

“What
did I do this time?” I asked, staring at her back and her shapely …
assets.

She didn’t bother
to turn around. “You almost didn’t come back to me last time and
you can’t go back to work if you’re not sure.”

I was well aware
of that. Of the other four team members I’d taken to San Francisco,
only one returned, and while my best friend Canton Alsate suffered
no injuries, I had been nearly pounded into guacamole. Three out of
five dead, a near catastrophic result for the Bureau of
Supernatural Investigation, especially since their numbers had been
so devastated by a rogue Agent the previous year. Now the BSI had
to make do with Green Peas—raw recruits who had to pass my personal
brand of training—and former Agents—who also needed to pass
training because they were out-of-shape and used to a life of
luxury. It was a freaking miracle that no crises had developed
during my eight-week absence.

“Understood,” I said to the back of her neck, giving it a small
kiss. “But I did come back.”

Jeanie turned and
encircled me with her powerful arms, hugging me tight and tilting
her head back to stare into my baby blues with her huge brown eyes.
“I need more than a mumbled aside to reassure me that you’re going
to be okay.” Her thick English dialect lent her words a throaty
sexiness that had me on the express train to Horny Town.

Using every ounce
of willpower I could harness before my runaway endocrine system
could hit full steam, I derailed my amorous train of thought and
answered her with all due gravity. “It will be back to work
training Green Peas, hon. I seriously doubt BB will send me on
another mission for a while and everything’s been quiet. In fact,
we might not see another Supernatural outbreak for a while. No, I’m
going to be stuck training Green Peas and former Agents and be
bored outta my tree doing so.”

She still looked
unconvinced, running her hands over my thickly scarred torso—wide,
melted-looking patches of skin that were mirrored front to back, a
reminder of a run-in with a red-headed psychopath. “So if something
comes up, do you promise to refuse the mission?”

I kissed her
hard, reveling in a succulent lower lip sandwich. When we came up
for air I said, “You know that’s not an option. All I can do is ask
to be recused from a mission, but it’s the Director’s
call.”

With a sigh,
Jeanie laid her head on my chest, water spraying off her soft,
black hair. Using a Spell she had developed—she is one of the BSI’s
most gifted Magicians—she grew her hair out seven inches in seven
days, long luxurious locks that she magically straightened and
coiffed. It never needed hair spray or restyling. If I weren’t
already rich, I’d be thinking of how much we could make curing male
pattern baldness.

I luxuriated in
the feel of her soft skin, firm breasts and the subtle hardness of
her long muscles. She was perfect, the whole length of her, fitting
with me … two puzzle pieces created just for each other.

We lay together
for a long time, my pale, pale skin a stark contrast to her dark
form, a yin to her yang. Total opposites, black and white, male and
female, yet so much alike, both of us cogs in the wheel of the
Bureau … lifers to the cause.

Said cause was to
protect humanity against those Supernaturals who would commit harm
and heartache. The Bureau had been created as a defense against the
World Under, that other place where the Supernaturals exist. I
reckoned it wasn’t a very nice place because they keep trying to
enter our world and the results were usually a loss of human life,
perpetrated in various grotesque and inventive ways. Usually
clean-up involves a supersized mop and bucket.

I had been a part
of the Bureau for more than ten years, performing a job that should
have killed me long ago. Not to appear immodest, but I was the best
of the best when it came to fighting Supernaturals. In a job where
the attrition rate was fifty percent or so, I was a living,
breathing anomaly, a miracle of the modern age. It didn’t hurt that
I had my sister’s soul stuck to mine like a spiritual symbiote,
giving me superhuman strength and speed in the form of an
incandescent, berserker rage that I could control. Although, thanks
to an accumulation of cellular damage, I had to quit the rage
business cold turkey, only calling upon her magic when absolutely
necessary. Apparently her magic could only go so far to heal the
stress the rage put on my flesh.

Jeanie and I
stayed in the shower for almost an hour, making sure we were clean,
scrubbing all the nooks and crannies that needed scrubbing and a
few that didn’t. One thing led to another and the shower stopped
being about getting
clean, becoming instead about intimacy and holding the world a bay
for a little while longer, pretending we were the only two people
in existence.

After toweling
each other off (which also took much longer than necessary), we
dressed in shorts, sneakers and t-shirts. It was Training Day and
mama Hakala’s little boy was going to run some Green Peas into the
ground. Two months of vacation meant that I needed get some extra
miles in as well and I knew that by the end of business I would be
huffing and puffing like the Big Bad Wolf with a horrid case of
asthma.

Before leaving, I
put what looked to be a small, skin-colored, circular bandage
behind my right ear. It was a bone-induction microphone that
allowed me to receive messages from the boss. Another was applied
to my throat, a subvocal mic that would allow me to communicate
with those wearing receivers, if necessary. Active only on the
subvocal range—talking subvocally took time and patience to learn,
but was vital when silence on an op could mean the difference
between life and death—those mics kept the various Agents at
Warehouse (BSI Headquarters) in contact at all times in case of
emergency.

Such paranoia
stemmed from a particularly nasty incident. A few months ago, a
serial killer and former Agent, Margaret Whitcombe, murdered about
half the Bureau’s one hundred Agents. I had the pleasure of ending
her crime spree with extreme prejudice, the cost being a certain
amount of hurt she put on me, now evidenced in spiraling scars
around my torso, shoulders, and upper arms. My body was a roadmap
of pain and suffering that no amount of therapy or vodka could
erase.

The second I put
the circular receiver behind my ear, a low level thrum hit
my brain and my heart plummeted. I activated my throat mic with a
soft tap. “Go for Kal.”

The voice of
Andrea, BB’s Receptionist, vibrated against my skull. “Agent
Hakala, please see the Director as soon as possible,
please.”

Jeanie saw the
look on my face and hers fell five stories and landed with a
splat. “It’s BB,” she said quietly.

“Yeah,
the boss.”

She flipped a
hand toward the door of our apartment. “Go then, and tell him that
if he’s sending you on another mission, I want to talk to
him.”

Great. Just what
I needed, my girlfriend chewing out the boss. Personally, if it
came down to those two butting heads, my money was on
Jeanie.

A peck on the
cheek later and I shuffled out the door to see what was what.

Warehouse was
exactly what the name implied … a big damn warehouse custom
designed to house, train, entertain, train, and retrain Agents when
not out in the field. Each Agent had an apartment suited to their
needs and plenty of food and recreation. We fought hard and we
played hard. It was my job to see that the Agents lived through the
fighting bits so they could commence playing.

Once out of the
living area, or DORMS, I traveled down the ferociously long and
drab hallway toward ADMIN, BB’s stronghold, the office at the end
of Warehouse, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Along the
way I was scanned both technologically and magically, my identity
checked and re-checked. If I was not who I was supposed to be, if
the scans came back UNKNOWN or SUPERNATURAL, then what was left of
me would be swept into a dustbin, or frozen in
Carbonite.

At the end of the
hallway, I placed my hand on a small black panel next to the ADMIN
door, a sophisticated DNA scanner and aura reader. Again, if I was
not who I said I was … well, see above.

It’s not paranoia
if they’re really out to get you.

Once through that
door, I came face to face with the Receptionist Andrea. Note the
capital R. Being a Receptionist means that you are the last line of
defense between what dangers may arise and the people or place you
are meant to safeguard. All Receptionists are fit, hard women with
killer smiles, bad attitudes, and itchy trigger fingers … not
to mention, they are much smarter than the average Agent. Not only
did they serve as ferocious defenders, they performed psychological
evaluations on all Agents to make sure we were relatively sane. Or
at least crazy in a way the Bureau could use.

When I entered,
Andrea had one hand below the level of her desk on the grip of a
double-barreled shotgun loaded with silver deer slugs aimed at my
most tender bits. She was wearing a purple blouse that matched the
stones in the dangly earrings half-hidden by her shoulder-length
blonde hair.

Wordlessly, I
slowly placed my hands on the desk and let the silver Spell
Shapes set deep in the wood confirm my identity one last time.
Precious metals and gemstones serve as batteries in the magical
world—the more pure, the more precious, the more magical energy
they can absorb. There are enough diamonds residing in the vaults
in Antwerp to absorb the kind of magical energy needed to wipe
Helsinki off the face of the Earth.

When her computer
emitted a soft chime, I breathed a sigh of relief. It only took one
mistake to terminally end my career. Not that there have been
any mistakes of such magnitude in the Bureau’s history, but,
as my dad was fond of saying, “There’s always a first
time.”

“You’re cleared, sir. The Director will see you now.” Her voice
slid in and out of my ears like silk, supercharging my
testosterone, but having a girlfriend who can turn you into a tree
frog puts a damper on casual flirtation.

I gave Andrea a
carefully neutral smile and entered BB’s office.

A long trip
across soft burgundy cut pile carpeting later and I was seated in
front of his large mahogany desk, possibly the most technologically
advanced piece of equipment on the planet. Not that you could
tell … It looked exactly like an expensive desk, which was
part of its innate coolness. I knew that that desk could inform BB
of events a hemisphere away, order his morning latte, pay his
bills, do his taxes, perform 10 petaflops—a FLOP is a
FLoating-point OPeration, or instruction per second; a petaflop is
10 to-the-fifteenth power of instructions per second, way
cool—and tell him what I had for breakfast on March 10th
of 1997. The only thing it couldn’t do was go back in time and kill
Hitler.

To me, it was all
science fiction; my only education in computers was a course in
COBOL in high school.

BB, aka Benjamin
Bauer, looked at me over the top of his gold wire rims, studying me
intently. Well into his forties, he still kept in tip-top shape
instead of letting himself go to seed like most desk-jockeys were
wont to do. What was left of his hair was slowly turning gray and
the crow’s feet decorating the corners of his eyes were a little
deeper, more pronounced, but he still retained the same air of
vitality and youth that had so impressed me when we first met. Back
then he’d been my team leader and one serious bad-ass. Since then
his bad-assness had multiplied by fifty.

“How
do you feel, Kal?” he asked in a smooth tenor.

“Fine,
boss,” I answered calmly, waiting for him to spill what bad news
was housed in his bald dome.

“Good.” He leaned back and kept staring. It was unnerving as
hell.

I waited for the
proverbial shoe to drop, but it never did. Finally, I broke.
“What’s going on, boss?”

His smile was
slight, almost nonexistent, but it was there if you looked hard
enough. “I am evaluating you.”

Great. “And how
are you doing that?’

He shook his
head. “I’ll get to that in a moment. First I want to talk to you
about something you might find rather interesting. You remember the
little trick with the soul gem? The one you used to run away from
the Bureau?”

How could I
forget? Alex, the best and brightest Magician to come along in a
generation, had crafted a Spell stone out of quartz and placed it
inside a wristwatch. When I died, it housed my soul and cast a
preservation Spell on my corpse so I didn’t rot. Alex then healed
my body and, using the quartz, placed my soul back in my body,
resurrecting me. I don’t recommend it as a party trick.

“Yeah,
of course. I practically invented the damn thing.”

BB sighed. “We’ve
been employing the same methods for the past few months, but with
no results. None.”

My blood chilled
and goose bumps pebbled my skin. “You’ve been trying to bring
Agents back from the dead?”

“Yes.
We even tried it with Agent Wilkes after his death in San
Francisco. The preservation Spell went off without a hitch, but the
Spell gem used to store his soul didn’t work. He remained stone
dead. Care to venture any ideas as to why?”

Wilkes. Former
football rival turned colleague and friend. Former Army Ranger and
a damn fine Agent in his own right, he was killed in that op turned
nasty in San Francisco. I still missed the big lug and his
infectious smile.

Why did
resurrection work for me and not for the Bureau? I gave that a good
hard think for a moment, the answer eluding me … I could feel
it slipping and sliding around in my mind, but the more I
considered it, the more it became like nailing Jell-O to the wall.
Finally, just as I was about to throw in the towel, it hit
me.

“My
sister.” So obvious, no wonder I had so much difficulty figuring it
out.

My sister Leena
was the reason I joined the Bureau ten years after her murder at
the hands (or tentacles) of the Finnish quasi-deity Iku-Turso.
Unbeknownst to me, she was a budding Magician who hadn’t quite
popped her magical cherry yet, but on her death, in a fit of pain,
terror and rage, her spirit had latched onto mine, slumbering until
it could come to my aid.

Not too long ago
I finally had my revenge: I stuffed the bastard back into the World
Under, where other, much stronger, beings had been lying in wait
for centuries. Maybe he owed them money or something, but I didn’t
care … He was gone and I finally achieved a small measure of
peace.

Speaking of
peace, let’s not forget my girlfriend, Jeanie Morrow, one of the
reasons I was still relatively sane. Less than a year ago I was a
freewheeling bachelor, using women for sex, absolutely convinced
that relationships kill Agents. Only when meeting the Colonel
Tolkien and his wife Edith in 1943 London did I come to realize
that committed relationships, while messy, offered the chance to
make a person stronger, not weaker. My days as a misogynistic dog
were now far behind me.

Who’da thunk
it?

We all have to
grow up some time.

“Yes,
your sister,” BB affirmed. “That was my thought. Somehow she used
her magic to keep your soul intact inside that Spell gem, enabling
Alex to reintegrate it with your body.”

“So …
unless someone just happens to have the spirit of a dead Magician
latched on to their soul, there’s no coming back?”

BB nodded. “That
seems to be the case.”

“Bummer. Why tell me?”

He shrugged.
“Just thought you might like to know.”

Su-u-ure … I
almost believed him. Almost.

“You’re trying to soften me up,” I accused. BB never said
anything unless there was something to gain. He hoarded words like
a miser hoards gold.

“Yep.”

Damn, I hate
being right all the time. “Okay, what’s the mission?”

“You’re not going to like it.” BB stood and moved to the small
wet bar near his desk, centered under the picture of the current
President. One snifter, one tumbler, three fingers of alcohol in
each. Brandy for him and horrendously expensive vodka for
me.

Oh, this was bad;
I could feel it in my cells. What was it going to be this time?
Zombies? Ghouls? Oh, Lord … hopefully not vampires. I got
extra dead by a vampire once and once was enough.

I let the vodka
burn its way into my stomach and waited for BB to drop the bomb,
which he did after a healthy sip of brandy.

“You’re going to take over as director of the BSI for the next
few weeks.”

Okay, a
really big bomb. Hiroshima big. Two kilotons and no
waiting.

I pretended a
cough. “Don’t know, boss, my throat feels kinda sore and I’m pretty
sure I’m running a fever.”

He was not
impressed. “This isn’t a joke, Kal. I submitted my recommendation
to the President and he signed off on it. It’s done. I’m off to
Switzerland for a while on a summit to discuss the recent Sidhe
incursion.”

Bleh. The Sidhe.
A few months ago they had tried and come damn close to overthrowing
mankind. Only after losing most of my team did my best friend,
Canton Alsate, and I manage to stop them. I’ve had some low points
in my career, but that was the lowest, despite it being a
“successful” op.

Of all the
Supernaturals, the Sidhe are the baddest of the bad, the New York
Yankees of the World Under, and the fact they were trying to once
again muscle their way into the really real world was cause enough
to give the most hardened dictator heart palpitations.

“Unless the plan is for everyone to start wearing iron
underwear, there’s very little anyone can do,” I said. Grind,
grind, grind went my teeth as I counted the ways I wanted to
make the members of the Unseelie Court (those Sidhe who hated and
wished harm upon mankind) die … in very interesting and
prolonged ways. I got to 116 before BB interrupted my pleasant
fantasy.

“That’s what the directors of the other Bureaus want to
discuss,” he said between sips of his very expensive brandy, pacing
back and forth in front of the President’s portrait. POTUS’ soft,
painted eyes seemed to follow the viewer. Very unnerving behavior
from artwork. “We have to prepare ourselves. I personally don’t
think the Unseelie Court is through with us.”

“Neither do I.” There was no way they were done with humanity.
They hated us that much. It didn’t help that I gave one of
their rulers a major crapburger to eat by kicking his son’s ass
from here to kingdom come. Said son, Prince Ephelor, was the
bastard responsible for all the mess in San Francisco.

Another thing
that chapped my patootie was having to give up my little Brownie
buddies. Faë can sense other Faë and I couldn’t keep the little
folk around lest the Sidhe hone in on me. Those wee folk had been
the best dry cleaning service ever and now they were housed with an
elderly former Agent who was thrilled that his clothes were cleaned
and mended overnight, midsummer fresh, all for the price of a bowl
of milk.

“You
see my dilemma,” BB said. “I must go on an all-expense paid trip to
Switzerland and someone must run the Bureau in my absence.” Long
pause and I closed my eyes against what I knew was coming. “And
that someone is you.”

“I
need more vodka.”

He took the
tumbler from my hand and prepared a few more fingers worth of that
heavenly fluid. “It’s why I’m drinking. There’s no one else
who can do the job half as well as you, but the thought of leaving
you with all this,” he waved his hand, indicating the office and
the desk, “scares me more than that cave of vampires in
Texas.”

Me
too.

“What
about Canton?”

“What
about him? He’s good, he has the respect of most of the Agents, but
everyone will listen to you. You are the one they fear and
respect the most.” He lifted the snifter in a toast. “In equal
measures.”

“That
doesn’t soothe my nerves any.”

Once again I was
treated to a near-invisible smile. “My job is not to soothe your
nerves. No, you are the man for the job and if you think you have a
choice in the matter … think again.”

Big dramatic
sigh. At least I wasn’t off to fight yetis or anything, although as
pro tem director, I’d rather face rabid yetis hip deep in a snow
drift while blind drunk. “I had a feeling you’d say that,
boss.”

BB let loose a
small chuckle, the kind Hannibal Lector might give over liver and a
nice Chianti. It scared the hell out of me. He reached into the top
drawer, pulled out a small, oblong case and tossed it to me. I held
it as if it were radioactive until I realized it was an eyeglass
case.

And what do you
know? Inside the case rested a pair of silver wire-rims. Stylish,
but useless to me. “My vision is perfect, boss,” I said, more than
a little puzzled.

BB smiled again
and I felt a cold chill slide down my back. I wished he would stop
doing that. “Didn’t you ever wonder why I never had Lasik?
Or at least purchased contact lenses?” he asked.

“It
crossed my mind.” A thousand or so times.

“Put
them on.”

Shrugging, I did
so … and the damndest thing happened. As I looked at BB,
readouts appeared around his head: skin temperature, pulse rate,
identification, and even pupillary dilation. It was like a HUD, but
much smaller. “Holy cats!” I yelled, startled, taking them
off.

“Rather nice, eh?”

“What
the hell is this?”

“Put
them back on.”

I did.

BB sat back in
his chair and crossed his arms. “I am from a galaxy far, far
away.”

Instantly a new
readout appeared above his head, letters glowing red: FALSEHOOD,
PROBABILITY 99.2%.

“A lie
detector?”

He nodded. “It’s
called a Data Retrieval And Forensic Technology unit, or DRAFT. The
best in magical/tech, and it is mated to my computer.” One slim
finger tapped the top of the desk. I looked and saw a glowing
virtual keyboard floating a millimeter above the polished wood.
“These glasses are the only interface that will work with the desk
and you’ve been given DELTA/ORANGE clearance, above TOP SECRET. As
pro tem Director, you now have access to all the files and
information I do.”

“So
this is your dirty little secret, how you’ve been controlling the
BSI, always one step ahead of everybody.” My voice was filled with
wonder. “And here I thought I was the sharp
cookie.”

The boss lost his
air of good humor. “Kal, you have been a royal pain in my ass for
the past ten years,” he growled. “These glasses are the only
reason I’ve been able to keep up. That and Ghost.”

I chuckled.
Ghost, an entity that was half spirit, half computer code, was the
BSI’s own Deus Ex Machina, its ace-in-the-hole. Navigating
the information superhighway with the ease of an Indy car racer
taking a Sunday drive, Ghost could cause more havoc in one minute
than a terrorist could achieve in twenty years with unlimited
funds. It was a near miracle he was on the side of the angels. That
said, he did creep me out more than a little.

“So
while you’re away, I get to play.”

BB
nodded.

“Why
do I feel there is ‘however’ going to be inserted here
somewhere?”

“Because while you’re a pain in the butt, you’re not an idiot,”
he said, standing. He carefully adjusted his dark blue H. Huntsman
suit. “I leave for Switzerland immediately, and everything you need
to know is in the desk, under the ‘KAL’S FIRST TIME’ directory.
Just hit RETURN on the virtual keyboard and the desk will do the
rest. Your password is ‘BONEHEAD.’ ” BB slapped my shoulder as
he walked past, heading for the exit. “There’s an issue in Chicago
and I trust you to make the decision on which team to send, or if
you want to create a new team. If you need help, Ghost will be
around.”

Before he could
make his getaway, I said, “How do you know I won’t screw this
up?”

At the office
door, BB stopped and threw a stern look my way. “You could screw it
up, Kal, but remember … if you do, people will die. Also, it
will be your ass if you do.” Then he walked out of the office,
leaving me feeling three kinds of nervous.


Great.

 


 



Chapter Two

The Desk and I Have a Chat

With a somewhat heavy heart, I sat down behind the
desk, the burden of responsibility a crushing weight upon my
shoulders. My finger tapped the virtual RETURN key and met no
resistance, but a display appeared on the glasses, a
for-my-eyes-only monitor. A cursor blinked and I tapped the keys,
entering my password. BONEHEAD. Thanks loads, BB.

“Hello, Kal,” came a familiar, buzzing voice that seemed to
originate from midair.

“Hello, Ghost.” I said, smiling. “Haunting BB’s desk, are
you?”

“This
is where I … live, so to speak.”

Well, that was
just damn peculiar. “I hope the rent is cheap. You here to give me
a hand? Or ectoplasmic pseudopod, or whatever.”

“Yes,
is my duty to walk you through the process of choosing the team to
send to Chicago and assist you with the many functions of this
desk. I am the ‘KAL’S FIRST TIME’ directory.”

“So
what’s first?”

Several file
headings came into view, the personnel records of all the Agents
currently available at Warehouse, what teams they belonged to, plus
a list of available Magicians and Receptionists. The latter two
made for light reading. Magicians, while never plentiful, became
even scarcer when Whitcombe and her turbo-ghouls decimated Special
Branch, the Bureau’s R&D, but that’s another story.

One name did jump
out at me. “When did Canton get back?”

Like me, Canton
had been on leave, his fiancée, Winch, having lost her life in San
Francisco. More accurately, the Farallon Islands. Beneath
the Farallon Islands. Personally, I thought Canton should’ve taken
more time off.

“Mr.
Alsate arrived late last night,” buzzed Ghost “Currently he is in
COMBAT, training.”

“Hmmm.” I stared at the names on file. “How do I click an icon?
There’s no mouse or trackball.”

“Much
like the virtual keyboard, all you need is a finger.”

Neat. I tapped
the air where I perceived Canton’s name to be and the file opened
wide, his whole life laid out—easy to read, clear documents, ready
for my perusal.

“Ghost, this is way too cool.” I had to figure a way to keep
the DRAFT glasses when BB returned.

“Kal,
you have two options here. You can either read a file, poring over
every word in an effort to ensure that the people or team you pick
are right for the job, or you can ‘experience’ the
file.”

I heard the
quotation marks in his voice. “Experience?”

“One
of the more recent breakthroughs. The wearer of the DRAFT glasses
can observe a file much like a movie, but more in-depth, like
virtual reality. Alex created the Spell Shape after watching
Vanilla Sky one evening.”

Alex was a
friend, the leader of Special Branch and possibly the greatest mind
of the century, but sometimes what he invented didn’t work so well.
Such as the bulletproof shirts that had a tendency to explode, or a
hyper-advanced ultra nifty handgun that worked erratically at
best.

“Has
it been tested? I don’t want to wind up a puddle of green
goo.”

A static-y laugh
assaulted my ears. “Tested and retested. It has been rated ‘SAFE’,
Kal.” There was a pause. “May I suggest you click on the ‘CHICAGO’
file first, so you can see what attracted the attention of the
BSI?”

“Sure
… how do I do that observe thingy?”

“The
glasses and the desk are coded to your voice and your DNA. Tap the
file and say, ‘VR.’ ”

Sounded simple
enough. Of course, in my experience the most incredibly dangerous
things sounded pretty damn simple.

Taking a deep
breath, I tapped the CHICAGO icon and said, “VR.”

The office, my
whole universe, disappeared.

***

Officers Trent
Polanski and Jim Bressler parked their cruiser in a lot on the
corner of Lake and Canal Streets, just a stone’s throw from the
river, which smelled like a combination of rotting vegetation and
sweaty armpits. Less than a block away, the EL made a godawful
noise as it clattered past.

Polanski removed
his cap and wiped the sweat from his wide forehead. Not that it was
hot, but the bulletproof vest he wore coupled with a good dose of
acid indigestion from his lunch of Vietnamese pho made for one
sweaty cop.

“Where
did they say those kids saw that thing?” asked Bressler, a big
African-American veteran of fifteen years whose love of lasagna
kept him in size 40 pants. He cast a worrying glance at his
partner.

“By
the water,” huffed Polanski. He belched and acid burned the back of
his throat.

“Lovely. Smells like wet ass out here.”

“Don’t
say that! God, my guts hurt.” Polanski wiped away more sweat. A
former football player with wide shoulders and hips, he looked like
a walking blue brick. A very damp blue brick.

Bressler smiled.
“I ate at the same place as you, so how come I ain’t
sick?”

“’Cause you got guts make of cast iron,” came the reply as the
two crossed railroad tracks, heading for the sparse trees edging
the Chicago River. A block south, the glass and steel tower of
Garver International loomed over the area like a shining
sentinel.

“Well,
keep your guts in. I don’t need to hear or see you blow chunks.”
Bressler kept smiling, clearly enjoying his partner’s
discomfort.

The two men split
up as they approached the trees, the only stretch of green for a
couple hundred yards in either direction. Dispatch had radioed that
some kids farting around next to the river had spotted human
remains. The Chicago River was no stranger to floaters, having
housed thousands since the city was founded. To the police, it was
business as usual. Albeit disgusting business.

Bressler was the
first to reach the river, the wide expanse of muddy green that
flowed through the city and thanks to the heat and humidity, did
indeed smell like ‘wet ass,’ as he so colorfully put it. The
olfactory assault was enough to start his lunch
rumbling.

A few dozen yards
up and downriver and no body, nothing on the bank, nothing in the
water, only trees swaying gently in the late spring
breeze.

Rubbing his big
gut through his vest, he was about to call out to Polanski when he
heard the unmistakable sounds of puking. With a sigh, he began a
fast trot toward the source of the noise.

He was brought up
short by the sight of his partner on all fours, a thin trail of
puke-coated saliva dribbling from his lips to the bleached gravel
near the railroad tracks. The big man’s normally pale complexion
had a grayish tinge as he threw up until not an ounce of pho was
left in him. Then he began to gag, as dry-heaves racked his
body.

“Jesus, can’t be that bad, can it?” Even as the question left
his mouth, his eyes darted to and fro, as if he feared the
answer.

Polanksi pointed
toward the river, to a clump of long grass on the bank, then leaned
forward again and heaved.

Brassler took a
look at the spot his partner had indicated. Within moments his own
lunch reappeared.

***

Lieutenant Kevin
Beinfort stepped up to the scene, his shiny brown Italian leather
shoes crunching on gravel. The area around the grass clump had been
cordoned off with bright yellow police tape, and half–a-dozen
officers stood around, backs to the water, keeping an eye out for
reporters and looky-loos.

No one
acknowledged him as he gingerly stepped over the tape and crouched
next to the clump. Reaching into the pocket of his light brown
Bottega Veneta suit, he pulled out a pair of purple latex gloves.
The buzz of flies came thickly from the clump, a droning
accompaniment for the dead.

“Nice
to see you mingle with the rest of us … sir,” said a somewhat
sardonic female voice from behind.

Lieutenant
Beinfort grinned toothily as he snapped the gloves into place.
“Always like to see how the other half live, Sergeant.”

Sergeant Sara
Mills stepped over the yellow tape and crouched next to the
Lieutenant, her JCPenny’s business suit and flats a far cry from
her superior’s $5,000 getup. “You drive a crap car, but you dress
like an oil baron,” she said. “You spend so much money on clothes
that you can’t even afford basic cable, so what makes you think I’m
part of this ‘other half’?” Her voice held a wealth of
disdain.

Beinfort’s smile
grew wider as he considered the grass, his boyish face seeming lit
from within. “I may be poor, but I look good.”

In that he wasn’t
wrong. Beinfort did look good, and his attitude said he knew it.
Tall, slim and athletic, he was close to forty, yet his jet-black
hair remained untouched by gray. He seemed to be the type of guy
mothers warned their daughters about.

From beyond
Beinfort’s line of sight, Mills stuck her tongue out at him.
Younger than Beinfort, she was too burly for most, and her short,
curly red hair had already started to turn gray. She looked as if
she could out-wrestle Beinfort four out of five falls.

“Let’s
see what all the fuss is about,” muttered the Lieutenant, parting
the long grass and disturbing a cloud of flies that buzzed around
the scene. The two detectives stared.

Mills’s normally
milky skin went greenish. “Oh, that’s so wrong …”

Beinfort nodded,
his smile long gone. “Damn.”

In the center of
the clump of long grass were bones, a good sized mound of
them—grayish white and stripped of flesh, not a single shred
remaining, not even the pale white of ligaments. Bare and stinking,
they lay as if carefully, almost reverently, placed there with the
skull on top grinning at the two cops. But what made the scene
grisly was not the bones themselves, but what had been done to
them. Each one had been gnawed clean and then broken so that the
marrow could be extracted. Even the skull had teeth marks. The
swirling black cloud of flies hovered over the mass, as if angry at
the intrusion.

“What
kind of animal does this?” asked Beinfort.

Mills stood
abruptly and walked away, blundering through and tearing the yellow
police tape. The Lieutenant rushed after.

“Sara,
Sara! Wait!”

“Damn,
Kevin … damn,” moaned the tall woman, scrubbing her face with
her gloved hands.

Beinfort grabbed
her by the shoulder and spun her around. “Damnit, Sara, get a grip.
What is it?”

Between gulps of
air, Mills said, “You know my husband is a dentist,
right?”

Beinfort
nodded.

“So I
recognize those tooth marks,” she continued. “They’re
human.”

He blanched. “Oh,
damn …”

***

I came back to
myself in a rush, the crime scene dissolving into the furnishings
of the office around me. It took a few moments for the
disorientation to fade.

“That
was disturbing … and cool.” I shook my head to clear the
residual images. The whole thing had been so real, as if I
had stood on the holodeck in The Next Generation’s
Enterprise. The drama had unfolded around me, every
sensation engaged in the moment.

“I am
given to understand the experience is … intense.” Ghost
sounded amused. “Perhaps you wondered why so much effort went into
debriefs? Every iota of data that could be collected has been. It
allows Special Branch to render the VR simulations as real as
possible. Only the last forty years have been rendered into VR.
However, there is one file from before the forty year limit we have
been able to convert and it is Alex’s hope that next year, all
those earlier files with enough data will be part of the VR
system.”

“That’s pretty damn nifty. As for ‘intense,’ that isn’t the
word I’d use,” I replied, settling back in the chair. “Mind
wobbling, brain-hammering … those are the right words. This
beats the Hollywood 3D craze cold and my glasses are so much
nicer.” Although I could see how someone might become addicted to the experience.
“Are all the files like that?”

“Most
of them. Some files do not have enough data for the Spell to
construct a virtual environment. Perhaps someday we will be able to
make up for what’s missing, but not now.”

Time to get back
to the Chicago business. “Did BB say what kind of Supernatural ate
the victim?”

“No,
he trusted your vast knowledge of the various Supernaturals. What
do you think killed the victim? Who, by the way, has been
identified by dental records as one Oliver Kowalski.”

Only two
cannibalistic Supernaturals came to mind, well … actually,
several if you counted B-movie horror flicks, but I was dealing
with the real things—not poorly made cinema. First on the list were
ghouls: hyper strong undead with a penchant for long pig. I’d had
enough of those horrible things during a recent mission in Denver,
which ended in the death of so many good Agents. However, ghouls
were not fussy eaters, not the type to pile the bones like that,
and the teeth marks didn’t match. Ghouls had sharp, long needle
teeth, not the normal human dentate.

The answer had to
be the second creature on my list: the Windigo, a cannibalistic
spirit that possesses a human and uses the host to snack on the
nearest neighbor, lowering property values considerably. The first
humans to encounter the savage Windigo were the Algonquian people
who inhabited what is now the northern United States and southern
Canada. The Algonquian shamans managed to halt the spread of the
Windigo, but not before thousands had become snack
packs.

I related my
hypothesis to Ghost.

“That
fits the data,” he buzzed softly. “Now to pick the correct team to
handle the matter.”

Right … the
correct team. “Any suggestions?”

Staticky laughter
assaulted me. “BB said you would ask and told me to tell you ‘Nice
try.’ ”

Great.

Once again
shouldering the burden of responsibility, I tapped three files and
they grew large in the DRAFT. After a few minutes of scrolling
through the teams (Alpha through Kappa, minus a couple of letters),
I realized I’d already made my choice. Not a team, per se, but
three names, people I thought would be perfect for a mission in the
Windy City: Canton Alsate, Dove Jacobs, and Matthew
Alba.

Dove Jacobs was
as tough as they came, hard as titanium and with a chip on her
shoulder so large I’m surprised she didn’t collapse under the
weight. She might be difficult to work with, but there was no one
better in a scrap. At four-foot ten inches and 105 pounds soaking
wet, she was a bundle of dynamite in a small package. Ready mayhem
on tap.

Matt Alba I had
met during the Denver mission … solid, dependable, with a head
harder than basalt. He was boulder-firm and could weather almost anything the World
Under could vomit forth.

And then there
was Canton.

As I pulled his
file up, Ghost asked, “Why Mr. Alsate, Kal? He has just returned
from bereavement leave.”

I asked myself
that and the answer fell easily from my lips. “Best man with a
blade I’ve ever seen. Never had a shot at leadership, though Lord
knows he deserves one. I think he needs a test of his mettle and
leading a team ought to take his mind off of Winch. Back in the
saddle and all that.” I hoped I was right, or it would be cruelty
disguised as a kindness. However, Canton was much like me, a man of
action, and junior needed to do something or feel that he
was moving backwards.

“There
are currently seven teams here. Why not one of them?” asked
Ghost.

Life in the
Bureau is not just about policing the Supernaturals … It’s
also about constant testing. Every Agent, every day, is being
tested one way or another, be it tests of strength, endurance,
dexterity, intelligence, or character. It is the one constant in a
job that can come to an abrupt and messy end. Frequent testing
keeps an Agent alive when the odds are stacked against him. Ten years had honed my ability
to sense when I was being tested, and Ghost’s question, asked
perhaps a little too casually, put a blip on my radar. I wished
that Ghost had a body so I could look him in the eye and give him
the old raised eyebrow trick. Doesn’t work on a flow of sentient
electrons, however.

“I
think Canton is the man for the job,” I stated, keeping my voice
neutral. “Most of the other teams are chockful of Green Peas I
wouldn’t trust with a potato gun, much less one involving a
cannibalistic spirit possessing people, assuming that’s what it is.
If I’m sending Green Peas out, they are going to be led by veterans
like Canton, Dove, and Matt.” I took a deep breath. “Besides,
Canton needs this and I trust him more than anyone to get the job
done.” My only worries were the unfilled slots on the team. Who
would I send and would I be signing their death
warrants?

Ghost kept his
opinion to himself, which I took to be a passing grade. Already I
wished that BB would waltz back into his office and kick me out.
This pro tem director’s job was for the birds.

“So
now what, Ghost?”

“Click
on the Agents you wish to send and either experience their files in
VR or just read them.”

Before I could
press a virtual file, he added, “Kal, because of the massive amount
of information absorbed while in VR, you should limit the amount of
files you experience in one day. Too much VR can lead to headaches,
confusion, temporary loss of coordination, and blurred
vision.”

At least he
didn’t mention anal leakage. I considered my options for a moment,
then grinned. Why not? What did I have to lose besides my
mind?

“That
it?”

“No,”
Ghost replied. “If you wish to terminate the simulation, simply say
‘End VR.’ ”

My finger stabbed
at a file and I said, “VR.”

 


 



Chapter Three

The Warrior To Be

The tall man drove his 1974 green Ford Gran Torino far
too fast and narrowly avoided t-boning a station wagon sporting
simulated wood panels as it sped through a red light. Car horns
blared, tires squealed and didn’t stop until the Torino hit the
parking lot of St. Sebastian’s hospital, a three-story building
that looked like a mishmash pile of mauve adobe. The Torino stopped
in front of the glass doors that led to the Emergency Room, and the
tall man exited.

A white-clad
orderly burst through the doors. “You can’t park that there!” he
thundered.

The tall man
tossed the keys to the orderly. “You park it then.” He ran past and
into the hospital without a backward glance.

At the admission
counter, the nurse was startled to see a tall and rangy
copper-skinned man in faded Levis and a gray t-shirt with the
letters USMC barrel toward her at unsafe speeds. His snakeskin
boots skidded across the slick linoleum and he would have fallen
had not the immense admissions desk stopped his headlong
progress.

“Ooof!” said the man as he folded over the Formica-coated
obstruction.

The nurse let
slip a small grin. She had seen worse. “You all right, honey?” she
asked blandly, tapping her lower lip with a pencil.

“Jenna
Alsate,” he said, wiping at the sweat that streamed from his face.
Dark patches stained his gray t-shirt at the armpits and collar.
“My wife. Where is she?”

The nurse checked
her charts. “She’s been taken to L&D, third floor. Let me call
and inform the doctor you are here, Mr. Alsate.” She looked up to
see the empty space where Emilio Alsate had been.

Bypassing the
elevators, Emilio took the stairs three at a time, long legs
straining. Up three flights without slowing down, the son of Marcus
Alsate (or Nantan Lupan, Gray Wolf, as he was known to his
people) burst into L&D gulping air.

Another nurse was
waiting for him.

“Mr.
Alsate, everything is fine,” said the big-boned woman wearing a
tight, white uniform, barely containing a smile as the tall Native
American stood bent nearly double, panting and sweating. “Follow
me. I’ll take you to your family.”

“My …
wife,” wheezed Emilio as he slowly straightened. “She’s
okay?”

“Your
wife and baby are well and waiting for you.”

Big brown eyes
flew open wide. “My baby? Already?” A smile tried to form on his
face, but the worry there forced it away.

“Yes,
sir. A healthy baby. Healthy as they get.”

“Boy
or girl?” Emilio asked hesitantly.

The nurse smiled,
revealing slightly crooked teeth. “Why don’t you come with me and
find out for yourself, sir?”

The two quickly
walked down the hall to Recovery where his family
waited.

 


Jenna Alsate was
gorgeous by anyone’s standards. Tall, sleek as a panther, the woman
of the Pueblo people had high cheekbones and generous lips along
with long, lustrous black hair. That hair lay matted and
sweat-soaked around her head as she cradled her newborn son to her
chest, his small form wrapped in a blue blanket. Dark half-moons
shadowed her soft brown eyes, which were focused on the sleeping
baby.

“Hon?”
Emilio entered the room almost hesitantly, unable to take his eyes
from the bundle in her arms.

Jenna tossed her
head, flinging long locks of sweat matted hair out of her face.
“About time, slowpoke,” she said softly, with a tired
smile.

“Is … is it …”

She laughed
quietly. “Our son is strong. And sleeping, so be quiet.”

Immediately he
dialed down the volume to a whisper. “A son? We have a son?” he
asked reverently.

“Yes,
all seven pounds, ten ounces of him.”

Like the sun
breaking through clouds, a magnificent smile appeared on Emilio’s
face. With uncommon grace, he moved forward quietly and knelt at
his wife’s side.

“He’s
so beautiful,” whispered the proud father. The child’s skin was
slightly purple and a blue knit cap covered his cone-shaped
head.

Jenna kissed her
husband’s cheek. “Yes he is.” She held the baby up so her husband
could take a good look.

“He’s … kinda purple,” said Emilio. “And his head is
pointy.”

“That’s normal, silly. Actually, he’s a little jaundiced, which
is very common when the parents have different blood types. A few
hours in the sun every day and he’ll be fine.” Her smile was soft
and radiant. “His head will reform and be as round as his father’s
soon.”

Emilio lifted a
big hand and gently stroked the baby’s cheek with a finger. “So
soft.”

“You
should call your father. He’ll want to see his
grandson.”

The tall man
lifted his head and looked to the open doorway. “That won’t be
necessary … right, Dad?”
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