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July, 2022

Alexandria, Egypt

Naguib stood, pulling his decadent, Western-style blue jeans back over his hips. The girl had been friendly when they’d met at the cafe. He’d bought her a coffee and she smiled at him, her pretty face unveiled. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he preferred his women so he could see their faces. He liked to watch the light go out of them when he squeezed his hands over their throats.

The girl lay motionless on the rough paving stones of the alley, her sightless eyes staring dully up at the darkened sky. She’d struggled more than some, but not so much that she’d tired him out. Perhaps he would have a shower when he returned home. His wife would be pleased to have him back early, and she would give herself to him as was her duty. He would enjoy her, of course. The pleasure of sex with his wife was still enjoyable, but never as much as it was when his victims squirmed beneath him, trying desperately to draw just one more breath.

“Adhhab mae Allah,” he said mockingly to the girl’s corpse, her light summer dress hiked rudely up to her waist. “Go with God.”

He turned, and something whispered past his face in the darkness, like the wings of a moth. His eyes widened, and his brain screamed at him as he tried to process what he saw: an arrow sticking out of the mortar between the bricks.

Naguib looked up and there she was, crouched at an impossible angle against the wall above, as if she were a decoration stuck there. She was already pulling another arrow from the quiver strapped across her back. He’d thought she was just a rumor, cooked up by lowlifes and scum, to scare other lowlifes and scum. They called her Alsayaada. Huntress.

Naguib realized suddenly that for the first time in his life, he was the prey. He ran, leaving behind the evidence of his latest brutal attack. Behind him, he heard Alsayaada literally run down the side of the wall after him. He ducked and dodged through the dark alley, trying to keep moving so she couldn’t draw a bead on him. He was not going to be put down like a dog by some bitch with a bow.

He rounded a corner between buildings and found a tall chain link fence blocking his path with a solitary uncovered light bulb dangling overhead. He scrambled up the links and rolled himself over the top bar of the fence. He’d spent years honing his parkour and free-running skills like many other growing boys, and now it seemed those skills would be put to the test. He dropped, absorbing the shock in a forward shoulder roll, and sprang back onto his feet. He risked a glance behind him, and a feathered shaft whistled through one of the diamond-shaped holes in the fence to gouge a chunk out of his left ear. He was too surprised to scream as pain exploded from the side of his head. All he knew was that he had to keep running before she caught him.

A dog barked at him suddenly from an open window, and his feet tangled, sending him crashing into a stack of empty wooden boxes. They tumbled down around him as he regained his footing. The figure of Alsayaada ran right up the wall beside the fence, flipped over the top, and landed lightly on the pavement in front of it. Panicking, Naguib hurled one of the empty boxes at her, more to distract her than in any hope of causing harm. He had to get somewhere he could really use his free-running skills, which meant rooftops. He ran a half dozen steps down the alley and jumped, forcing one foot against a wall and using it to propel himself further upward and back. He caught a dangling fire escape ladder and pulled himself up.

An arrow careened off the iron railing beside him, making him shy away. He took the steps three at a time, and a few seconds later, he was running across the flat roof of the building.

Alsayaada appeared behind him, her bow clutched in one hand. Her face was covered by a silk scarf, but he could see moonlight reflecting in her eyes. They were focused directly upon him with a laser intensity that made his insides turn to water.

He ran, scampering along the roof and flinging himself across the gap between buildings. He dodged as he ran, trying to make himself a smaller, more unpredictable target. The next building was taller, and instead of trying—and failing—to make the roof, he landed on a porch and crashed through a screen. The man cooking on a hot plate shouted at him as he tore through the one-room apartment and out into the hall beyond. It was poorly lit, smelled of cooking smoke, spices, and urine. He pounded down the corridor, bowling over an old woman and scattering her bag of groceries. She screamed and kept screaming, but Naguib didn’t care. He slid along the bannister down the first flight of the stairwell and then turned himself around, grabbed hold of the edge of the steps, and dropped a dozen feet to the floor below.

He landed awkwardly, wrenching his knee painfully. People on the floors above shouted after him, calling for help, calling for vengeance. Naguib ignored their cries. There was no sign of the Huntress behind or above him. Perhaps she hadn’t followed him through the apartment above, giving him up for easier pickings. He grinned and opened the door onto the street beyond.

There she was, wrapped in tight leather and silk, barefoot, her face veiled except for her eyes. Before he could flee or strike out at her, a powerful blow punched into his midsection, just beneath his rib cage. An icy chill spread through him, and he looked down to see the feathered end of an arrow sticking out of his body. She’d stabbed it into him like a stiletto, driving it upward into his most vital organs.

His legs went rubbery, but strangely there was no pain from what was surely a death blow. All he felt was a spreading coldness that pushed toward his fingers and toes. She let go of the arrow, and he fell as if she’d been holding him up with it.

She knelt beside him, whispering in his ear. “You will never kill another woman ever again. Allah has turned His back on you.”

Naguib’s mouth worked as he tried to make his numb lips form a curse to spit upon her with his dying breath, but his eyelids seemed to weigh a thousand pounds each, and the cold took him.
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August, 2022

Alexandria, Egypt

Tafsut had been invisible her entire life. It wasn’t a parahuman power, like the American Just Cause heroes had, or Egypt’s own heroes, the Dynasty. No, her invisibility was far more mundane, being a young ethnic Berber living in Alexandria with her conservative family. She was ignored by her father, uncles, and older brothers, except as potential marriage material to improve her family’s material standing. Her mother and aunts would tell her how pretty she was, and that she should dress better to attract a man of higher station.

She wasn’t having any of it.

Her clothing was loose and practical, allowing her the greatest freedom of movement, for although she wasn’t actually invisible, she was a parahuman, and nobody knew but her best friend Aisha. It was Aisha who’d shown her the videos, pirated past the great censors of the government. They showed people—young men and even young women—running and jumping across buildings, bridges, and landscapes like they hadn’t a care in the world. Aisha said it was called parkour, and the moment Tafsut had seen it, she knew it was the only thing she wanted to do. She would go to sleep early in the evenings, professing exhaustion to her family. Then, in the early hours of the morning, when the streets were quiet and the breeze blew soft from the Mediterranean, she would run barefoot, loving the feel of it all against her skin.

She ran for hours, living for the freedom it brought her. She jumped across impossible chasms and sprang to incredible heights, her fingers and bare toes finding grip anywhere and everywhere. One night she slipped when some masonry crumbled beneath her feet, and instead of falling four stories to the street below, she found herself hanging on the side of a wall like she’d been stuck there with flypaper. More experimentation showed that she could climb walls and even cross ceilings like a spider. It had added a wonderful new dimension to her explorations of Alexandria, letting her reach places no other free-runner could match. So long as she kept her hands and feet bare, she could traverse any surface.

Some nights she ran with others; a pack of them had found similar joys in the rooftops and alleyways. Aisha had joined her many times, and they’d run together, laughing at the boys who couldn’t keep up. Then came the night Aisha stopped running, and it changed Tafsut forever. Her friend had been beaten by a young man whose attentions she’d rejected. Then he’d raped her and left her battered and bleeding in an alley. After that, the light went out of Aisha’s eyes. She never smiled, never raised her head, and barely spoke. Tafsut begged her, pleaded with her friend to tell her who hurt her, but Aisha only shook her head and withdrew further. Eventually, the pain had been too much for her, and Aisha hung herself over her bedroom door.

Tafsut returned to the rooftops, not running for fun, but to hunt. She stalked a rapist to his apartment and killed him with her bare hands, pounding his head against the corner of his bed until it resembled a melon smashed in the street. Perhaps he was the one who’d murdered Aisha’s spirit, but Tafi would never know. Before she fled, she found a bow in the corner of his bedroom, and stole it. She spent many hours learning to shoot it, because it was a quiet weapon that wouldn’t attract trouble. A blind old Bedouin beggar taught her to fletch her own arrows in exchange for bringing him spiced coffee and occasional hashish balls.

She became the barefoot huntress of the night, the silent killer, punishing men who attacked women. If she couldn’t catch them in the act—and most times, she couldn’t—she sought them out later to deliver her punishment. She always found them, whether they were out on the streets or at home in their beds. It wasn’t murder, she told herself. It was justice. Vengeance for her sisters who couldn’t defend themselves. Men in Alexandria grew afraid, speaking in whispers about the barefoot archer who ran up walls. The Huntress. Alsayaada.

And yet, they still attacked her sisters. Beat them. Raped them. Used them up and threw them aside like so much garbage. Some nights, it felt to Tafsut like she could make ten thousand times ten thousand arrows and let each one fly into a new man’s heart, and she still wouldn’t make a dent in the cavalcade of brutality. But she persisted in the face of that insurmountable climb. She ran every night, bare feet whispering across rooftops, sending her silent arrows to slay those who deserved death for their crimes.

After two years patrolling the alleys of Alexandria, she’d met Izlan. Izlan Juba was like no woman Tafsut had ever met. She was tall and always wore Western-style clothing and sunglasses, with only a headscarf as a nod to local customs. She smoked foreign cigarettes that must have cost a fortune to smuggle into Egypt. She’d been sitting on a rooftop in a folding chair, smoking, when Tafsut dropped down from a taller, adjacent building.

“Hello, Tafi,” she’d said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Tafsut had been too startled to raise her bow or flee.

Izlan stabbed out her cigarette on the rooftop beside her and stood, showing her empty hands. “My name is Izlan Juba, and I’d like to speak with you about your work, because I’m a big fan of it.”

Although she was a native Egyptian, it turned out that the glamorous Izlan worked for the Americans. She was a spy, like Tafsut had seen in some of the bootleg movies her brothers liked to watch. It took her less than ten minutes to recruit Tafsut.

“I don’t ask much,” Izlan said. “Keep doing what you’re doing. You’ve found your niche here, and I’d say your work makes you a public servant. Woman to woman, it warms my heart to know you’re out there protecting and avenging our sisters.”

“What is it you want from me?” Tafsut asked, unused to speaking in any tone above a whisper. Silence had been her ally all her life, and it was hard to break that trust, even now when confronted with an opportunity to expand her quest for justice.

“From time to time, I might ask you to perform a task for me. Something you are well-suited to do. Climb into a building to retrieve something, take pictures, or kill someone. Nothing you haven’t done a hundred times already.”

“That’s all?” Tafsut grated. Her lips rubbed against her lifam, the mouth-veil scarf that wrapped the lower part of her face and her head, leaving only her eyes exposed.

“And if you run across anything you think might interest me, well, I’d love to hear all about it.”

Tafsut’s father and his two brothers were merchants. She’d spent enough time watching them negotiate with customers and suppliers that she knew this was only the beginning of the discussion. “What’s in it for me?”

The perks of being a CIA asset were few and far between, but then Izlan kept her word and only asked Tafsut for her help infrequently. She gave Tafsut an untraceable phone that was almost certainly loaded with spyware to keep tabs on her every action. She also delivered a special vest of armor fabric, like American superheroes wore. Within a week of receiving the gift, Tafsut discovered on two separate occasions that the vest was proof against bullets and knives. Two more men lay dead after thinking they’d finally taken out the vigilante called Alsayaada.

Tafsut ran along the warehouses of the waterfront, the nighttime air heady with the salty breeze of the Mediterranean. She’d heard rumors about a horned man with skin the color of dried blood prowling around the docks and decided to investigate. She even overheard two dockworkers discussing the mysterious figure as they sat on crates and smoked Turkish cigarettes.

“Do you think he’s even real, or was Amahl having a hash dream?” one man asked the other.

“He’s real. I saw him,” said the other. “Tall and broad as a wrestler. Horns like a ram’s. Eyes like gold coins.”

The first man laughed derisively. Tafsut pressed herself flat against the wall over their heads, ears straining for any useful bit of information. “Now who’s having a hash dream?”

“He’s real,” the second man repeated. “He’s asking who’s in charge. Who’s really running things here on the docks.”

“Anyone knows it’s Khalid,” said the first man. “He must have been foreign.”

“Red skin and horns? He’s probably foreign wherever he goes.”

Tafsut crawled up the wall to roll over the corner onto the rooftop. Some loose sand blown there by the latest windstorm spilled over the edge with a whisper of grains against the pavement.

“What was that?” the first man asked below her.

“Probably just a cat, you pathetic coward,” said the second man, laughing again.

“As long as it wasn’t Alsayaada.”

Tafsut left the men behind and ran, pelting across rooftops, leaping gaps between buildings, and even running along cables like a circus acrobat. People below who saw the unexpected figure moving with inhuman grace and speed pointed and shouted, but by the time anyone thought to reach for a phone, camera, or weapon, she was long gone. The men at the dock had said Khalid, and there was only one Khalid she knew who could be considered in charge. He was a classic crime boss, educated on the streets of Cairo and brought up through the ranks of corrupt government officials, smugglers, and thieves. When he moved into Alexandria, he brought with him a well-oiled machine of hash and opium smuggling, human trafficking, and weapons smuggling. With easy access to the docks and shipping lanes of the Mediterranean, he might have been the most powerful man in the region.

She reached the mosque across the square from the building Khalid made his headquarters, and scrambled up the minaret to perch atop an outcropping. Thankfully, it was an hour past the Isha prayer, and there was no muezzin for her to startle. She squinted down into the square, wishing she had the eyes of a cat as well as its grace.

There! She spotted the lone man moving across the square with an unhurried pace. A tagelmust scarf was wrapped around his head, but it couldn’t hide the odd protrusions at the side of his skull. Tafsut pulled out her phone, activated its camera, and zoomed in as close as she could.

“Turn around,” she muttered. “You son of a bitch,” she added in English, enjoying the feel of the foreign words hissing between her teeth.

And turn around he did, looking back across the square as if making sure nobody was watching him. She snapped as many pictures as she could. The overhead light clearly showed his ruddy skin and his golden eyes. Behind him, the door into Khalid’s place opened, and more light streamed into the square. The horned man had to duck to enter the doorway, showing Tafsut just how big he really was.

She reviewed the pictures she’d taken. Some were shit. But there were a couple where she’d gotten him just right. She could see his visage. It was the dead-eyed face of a man who cared about nothing and nobody but himself. She’d seen a thousand similar expressions over the years. She’d put arrows into more than a few of them.

Izlan will want to see these, she thought, and texted them to her contact.
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August, 2022

Alexandria, Egypt

Misrule had been simultaneously pleased and thrilled to discover his healing power seemed to extend to bringing him back from death. A moment later, he died again, crushed by a mountain of water flooding his lungs. Some time later, he awakened again, only to perish from drowning and the inexorable weight of seawater. Death. Life. Death. Life. Death. If he were a more pious man, he might have thoughts about reincarnation. Instead, he began to piece together what had happened in the brief seconds of conscious thought before dying.

That cunt Malone had killed him. She’d shot a flare at him in the cargo hold of the sinking jet, amid a lake of spilled fuel. The flames had roared around him, sending him into unexpected shock before his healing could kick in to save him, and he’d sunk beneath the tortured waves to drown. The bottom of the Mediterranean had been his grave. Then it was the place of his rebirth. Then another death. The cycle repeated more times than any man could count. Was it to be his own personal hell? Forever dying and living and dying again?

But even in the circle of life and death, Misrule had his plans, and he wouldn’t let something as simple as death stop him from achieving his goals. With that determination, he took one step forward on the next cycle before another crushing, drowning death took him. The following cycle, he took another. Then another. How long would it take him to walk out of the Mediterranean Sea? He didn’t know, but he was going to do it and no creature would stop him.

He first heard Her song after hundreds or thousands of deaths. In the brief second of life before yet another death, he heard a voice singing—a powerful voice that could shake continents and shiver oceans into mist. The song was wordless, or at least, he didn’t live long enough to understand any words, but the brief snatch of melody was the last thing to spiral through his mind before the water crushed him. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard, like every instrument in the world’s largest orchestra playing the chord that created the Universe.

His next life, and many that followed, were filled with Her incomprehensible music. If he hadn’t been beneath the waves, he would have drowned in his own tears like a sentimental fool. Even a man as self-assured as Misrule, who delighted in mind games and controlling those weaker than him through psychological dominance, was a blubbering mess in the face of such a fundamental sound.

As he died, and died, and died, he began to understand bits of the song, and when he realized it was being sung to him, the shock might have killed him instead of drowning. Who was this amazing singer, who sang Her song for him? Surely She was a goddess, and he swore to serve Her. What that service might entail, he did not know, and it would take him many, many more deaths before he understood what She asked of him.
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August, 2022

Albany, New York, USA

The intercom on Christine Goodwin’s desk buzzed. The Republican Senator glared at the offending device in annoyance, as if she could silence it with a look. Instead of ignoring it, or telling Stephanie she didn’t want to be disturbed, she set aside the budgetary report and touched the talk button. “What is it, Stephanie?”

“I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am,” said her secretary, a recruit from the Dartmouth College Republicans. “There’s a Mr. Robert Stahlman here to see you. He said he doesn’t have an appointment, but you might want to see him anyway.”

“Shit,” Goodwin muttered. If Stahlman was in the foyer without having called ahead of time, that meant something had happened. She raised her voice. “Thank you, Stephanie. Give me two minutes and then please send him in.” She gathered up some folders marked with security clearance labels and took them to her file cabinet, where she locked them inside.

“Ma’am, do you want me here or in the side room?” Chris Waylon, her assistant, sat on the couch along one wall of her office. He was a large man, with shoulders like basketballs that barely fit inside his custom-cut navy jacket. His shock of blonde hair was always unkempt due to his nervous habit of running his fingers through it. He had been reviewing fundraising numbers. Goodwin wasn’t up for re-election, but she was monitoring a few New York state senatorial campaigns in the hopes of flipping a district or two from blue to red.

“Side room, Chris, but listen in.”

He immediately closed the cover of his tablet computer and stood, towering more than a foot above her. “Of course, ma’am.”

“Chris . . . how do I look?” This was their ritual, something they’d been doing for more than a decade, since she’d confided her secret to him.

“Same as always, ma’am,” he said with a smile. It was their little inside joke. Like most politicians, she took care to change her appearance only very slightly and gradually, so she’d look familiar to her constituents when they saw her on TV or in public. Her dark shoulder-length hair had been colored and shortened over the years until it was more of a rich auburn color and kept professionally short. Beyond that transformation, she still looked the same as she had fifteen years earlier when she’d first been catapulted onto the national stage, much to the chagrin of her fellow senatorial women. They were always after her for her diet or skin care tips or the name of her plastic surgeon. She always told them she didn’t get into her position by giving away secrets.

She had been first elected to her senatorial position in 2008, following a stint in Homeland Security. Her interactions with Just Cause and The Archmage had propelled her into the Senate, where she had remained ever since, moving from committee to committee until she got her first choice: Parahuman Affairs. Since then, her mission behind the scenes had been to get control of the Parahuman Resources Agency and, by extension, America’s parahumans. It had been difficult, and she’d made little headway over the years thanks to the PRA’s director, a popular former commander of Just Cause named James Forsythe. From former presidents to Joint Chiefs of Staff to the current executive behind the Resolute desk, the damnable man appeared to be close, personal friends with almost everyone. Goodwin knew she’d get what she wanted eventually. She always did. She was probably the most patient person on the planet.

But in the meantime, she had to play by others’ rules.

Waylon stepped into the side room and closed the door behind him just as her main office door opened, and in walked a man in his sixties, his white hair cut in a close brush, wearing a suit jacket that might as well have had CIA printed across the back. He gave her a warm smile. “Christine, you look lovely.”

Goodwin knew she did in her black pencil skirt and sleeveless peach silk top. Still, she also knew this was not any kind of social call. Not even the CIA was that obtuse. “Cut the bullshit, Bob. What do you want? I’m working.”

He took a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed some sweat from his forehead with a surprising daintiness. “Something’s come up.”

“Of course it has, or you wouldn’t be here.” Goodwin stepped over to her sideboard. “Something to drink? It’s a warm one out there today.”

“Whiskey, plenty of ice,” Stahlman said gratefully. “You might get one for yourself. You’re going to need it.”

“I told you, I’m working, Bob.” Still, she made him the drink and handed it to him.

He sipped it, looked down at the golden liquid in his glass, and smiled. “Exquisite. Where did you get it?”

She wasn’t about to tell him that. She didn’t need him looking too deeply into her background. “Dollar store. Uninvited guests get the cheap stuff. Now what’s so important that you came all the way up here from Langley?”

He pulled a manila envelope from inside his coat. It was sealed with an orange Top Secret sticker. He handed it to her. “There’s a standing order at the Company that if anything weird involving parahumans comes up, we’re supposed to send you a report.”

Goodwin nodded. She’d instilled it in as many of the CIA’s higher-ups as she could. The order was not written down anywhere, but it was understood nevertheless.

“And if it’s really weird, we’re supposed to tell you in person.” He watched as she opened the envelope. “And this one, well, it’s probably the weirdest one I’ve seen. And I work in the Gallery.” The Gallery was the CIA’s nickname for the group that monitored parahuman activities abroad.

Goodwin slid the documents and a couple photos out of the envelope. The photos were the same, but one had been run through the Company’s best image enhancement software. There was no mistaking that brick-red skin, the golden eyes, or the ram’s horns. “Misrule,” she said softly. “Fucking hell.” She pushed her chair back from the desk and walked over to her sideboard. Stahlman said nothing while she poured herself a large glass of whiskey, drank about half of it, then topped it off again.

She turned back to face him. He gave her a wry smile and raised his own glass. “Cheers.” He drank.

Drink in hand, Goodwin sat back at her desk to look at the rest of the file’s contents. “Who else knows about this?”

Stahlman shrugged. “The analyst who took the initial report from our source in Egypt. The technician who ran the photos through enhancement. Me. You gonna kill us all to keep us silent?” He didn’t sound particularly worried.

Now it was Goodwin’s turn to offer a wry smile. “Once, perhaps. Let’s say things are a little more nuanced these days. Can you do me a favor and keep a lid on this? And ask the analyst and tech nicely to do the same. Make it clear to them that if this leaks, they’re up for charges for the release of classified information. We cannot let this get out under any circumstances.”

“If somebody’s going to be the next Snowden, there’s not much we can do to stop it.”

Goodwin took another sip from her drink. “See that it doesn’t come to that, Bob. I’m holding you personally accountable for it.”

He nodded. “I’ll make sure everyone keeps their nose clean. Me, too.” He picked up the enhanced photo. “Ugly son of a bitch, I’ll tell you what. You think it’s really him? Everything in his file says he died fifteen years ago when that plane went down in the Mediterranean.”

“They never found his body,” Goodwin said.

“Do you think he’s been hiding for fifteen years, only to have his ugly mug caught on camera now? What’s he been doing all this time?”

“I don’t know, but it can’t be good.” She looked at the attached documentation with its scant information, and a thought came to her. “Bob, how old is this photo? How old is it really? Could it be older? Or doctored?”

“Seven hours from the time our contact sent it. The tech ran the usual checks for metadata and evidence of doctoring. Her affidavit attesting to its accuracy is in the file. If someone faked it, they’ve got better gear than we do, and that means a very, very short list of potential suspects. But even if it was faked, that leads to the most important question.”

“Why would someone fake the appearance of a super-powered terrorist who’s supposedly been dead for fifteen years?” Goodwin said. “What possible benefit would that be to anyone?”

“That’s my thought. Me? I think he’s the real deal. His file said he could heal himself. Maybe he didn’t die in that plane after all.” Stahlman finished his drink and set his empty glass on a coaster on the corner of Goodwin’s desk. He stood, but made no move to retrieve the file. Goodwin’s security clearance exceeded his own, and if she wanted to keep it, she could. “So what’s the play?”

“The play is you go back to the Company and make sure this stays quiet. I’ll pass this along to the right people.” Goodwin finished her own drink. The alcohol burned briefly in her belly before her buzz disappeared, as per usual.

Stahlman went to her office door and stopped to look back at her. “You know, last time he made a move, he was going to use a nerve toxin and kill an entire city. What do you think he’s going to do this time?”

“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out, and we’re going to stop him. Good day, Bob.”

“Good day, Christine.” He touched his forehead as if doffing a cap he wasn’t wearing, and walked out of the office.

“Misule. Son of a bitch,” Goodwin muttered, crossing her arms and leaning on her desk. “You hear all that, Chris?”

Waylon emerged from the sideroom. “Yes, ma’am. What do you want me to do?”

“Get me a plane. I’ve got to make a phone call.”

“Of course, ma’am. Where to?”

“First Boston, and then Dallas. And pack your star-spangled suit. You’re coming with me.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll text you flight details and have a car ready for you.” Waylon left the office, his head down as he worked apps on his phone.

Goodwin scrolled through her contacts list on her phone, selected a number that very few people had, and pushed to dial. It rang twice, and then a deep voice answered. “Hello?”

“James, it’s Senator Christine Goodwin.”

There was a pause before he spoke again, sounding guarded. “Hello, Senator. To what do I owe this honor?”

“James, I’m calling to offer you an olive branch. A peace offering. Something’s come up, and I know you’re going to want to hear about it, but I can’t tell you over an unsecured line.”

He paused again. Then . . . “All right, I’m interested. Where do you want to meet?”

“Tell you what . . . pack an overnight bag, and I’ll pick you up at Logan.”

“Where are we going?”

“I thought we’d pay a visit to an old friend.”
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August, 2022

Argyle, Texas, USA

It wasn’t the days, Jack Raymond often said about being retired. It’s the hours. He’d officially been out of the employ of Just Cause since 2013, but since his wife, Sondra, known to the general public as Desert Eagle, was the Field Commander for Just Cause Dallas, he’d found himself in the unofficial position of her emergency assistant. He didn’t mind that so much—before his retirement nine years earlier, he’d spent almost thirty years in the field in some capacity or another, with experience fighting against some of the worst supervillains the world had seen fit to offer. He was careful not to usurp his wife’s agency. He didn’t mind when he was asked to lend a hand or an opinion, but he always made it clear he had no authority, and Sondra’s word was law when it came to the operation of Just Cause Dallas.
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