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Prologue

Kal

Just Like
Starting Over

One of the perks of being the boss is having your own
place. When you’re the boss of the Bureau of Supernatural
Investigation—even just the boss pro tem—that means a
two-thousand-square-foot penthouse apartment in DC furnished at
Uncle Sam’s expense. In other words, the loyal taxpayers foot the
bill.

That seemed only
fair to me, seeing as how I had devoted over a decade putting
myself in harm’s way to ensure their safety. And that was about two
times longer than any other Agent of the BSI had survived. Of
course the taxpayers should ensure my comfort.

And the comfort
of my girlfriend, Jeanie, who was sawing logs upstairs while I rose
early to keep the U S of A safe from Things That Go Bump in the
Night. Jeanie was the love of my life, a time-traveling refugee
from 1943 who found more acceptance in 21st century America than in
World War II England, where they hadn’t
appreciated her silky chocolate colored skin any more than
Americans at that time. She also found acceptance with my parents,
who loved her more than apple pie and baseball. Mom called almost
daily wondering when she would become a grandmother—not that I
minded the idea of children, but I’m only [NEVERMIND] years old,
far too young to be listening to the pitter-patter of tiny
feet.

Aren’t
I?

Another perk was
free taxi service, also on the taxpayer’s nickel. Of course, by
taxi I mean late-model sedan service with my own personal
chauffeur. And by chauffeur, I mean a Green Pea who found him or
herself on Kal’s Fecal List for the week. Today it was a tall,
pretty Pea with long, blonde hair and more dimples than should be
legal.

Those dimples
were on full display as
I exited the luxury apartments in my customary jeans and black
Police concert t-shirt, and a pair of black Converse sneakers
covering my size thirteens. I looked like a Viking beach bum,
something I knew really cheesed off the brass I hobnobbed with. The
last few weeks—ever since the Windigo crisis that killed millions
worldwide—had messed with my sense of decorum. I was tired and
cranky and it was Friday. Everyone loves Casual Friday, don’t
they?

“Howdy, Spud,” I said cheerfully as the blonde pea held open
the door to the black Ford Fusion she was using to tool me around
town in. Spud … I gave her that name because when she arrived
from Coronado, all lean and mean, she had the personality of a
potato. The name stuck and she was less than thrilled. It was only
a matter of time before she snuck into my apartment and strangled
me in my sleep.

Still, as far as
nicknames went, it was one of the least offensive I’d plastered on
a Green Pea. Ask Rat or Dildo, they’d tell you.

“Hello, Kal,” came the frosty reply as the dimples
disappeared. She knew
better than to call me ‘sir’—that brought dire consequences. ‘Sir’
is what they call my dad and officers … and I’m
neither.

The early morning
sun warmed my face even through the pimp tint on the Ford’s
windows, and I had a hope, a faint one, that Friday would be a Good
Day. No emergencies. No Supernatural buggers crawling out of the
woodwork to chew on hapless Straights, and no more paperwork. Just
me and a bowl of Lucky Charms and a bottle of Tommyknocker cream
soda.

Thanks to the
aforementioned Windigo crisis, I had been short of sleep lately, so
I took advantage of the moment and conked out in the Ford, waking
only when Spud opened the door. From the ice in her blue eyes, I
groggily concluded that she’d been tempted to leave me in the car
to asphyxiate. She could damn well get in line. There were a whole
slew of baddies out there that wanted to break a chunk out of my
hide … the Sidhe, vampires, Nazis, undead, and ghosts, to name
but a few.

My sneakers hit
asphalt that was already almost hot enough to melt rubber and I
stood, stretching my tall frame and hearing joints snap, crackle,
and pop like a bowl of Rice Krispies. The place where I worked
loomed over me like a whitewashed mountain made out of right
angles.

Warehouse. It’s
what we called it and that’s what it was, a warehouse big enough to
house and train the one-hundred Agents, eleven Receptionists and
the small horde of R&D Magicians and brainiacs of Special
Branch. The headquarters of the BSI. My home base for so long that
I really had no idea what I would do if I left.

That thought
followed me in past all the rigmarole and security measures even
the Director of the Bureau of Supernatural Investigation must
suffer.

Now for the third
perk … the office. My temporary office. The word ‘huge’ damns
with faint praise, but it’s as good an adjective as any. Plenty of
space to run a marathon or to host Congress. It’s size daunts
visitors and what really takes the taco is that it is actually
smaller than the office
of the Director when I first joined.

Yeah, we’re
that well funded.

I settled back
onto an overstuffed leather office chair that molded itself to my
backside quite nicely. The desk I sat at was actually the world’s
most advanced computer conveniently disguised as a piece of
furniture. In it rested the entire history of the BSI, ready for
viewing in Virtual Reality through a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles
called a DRAFT (Data Retrieval and Forensic Technology unit). It
was better than premium cable TV. It was also how my predecessor,
Benjamin Bauer, managed to keep his eye on the ball as
Director.

Through the DRAFT
I saw no waiting calls, no urgent messages, nothing. Everything
seemed quiet on the BSI front, a rarity these days, and so I eased
back in my chair, ready to relax the day away.

The familiar
droning voice of Ghost came from the desk’s hidden speakers. “Kal,
there’s something you must see.”

There … hear
that? That was the sound of the other shoe landing on the carpet
with a sickening thud. I cracked an eyelid and checked the time on
the DRAFT. Damn, two whole minutes of calm and now time for the
storm. “What is it, Ghost?”

A picture formed
on the DRAFT, the body of a young man, his throat torn and bloody.
“The police in Omaha, Nebraska, found the body of Jacob Astorman
this morning in a warehouse downtown.”

I studied the
boy’s throat carefully. It had been savagely mauled. “Werewolf?
Vampire?”

“The
manner of Mr. Astorman’s death is not the relevant issue; the
manila envelope found on his body is.” A piece of eight-and-a-half
by eleven-inch paper came into view, crammed with writing scribbled
in a tight, crabbed hand. The words seemed to be a mishmash of
numbers and characters.

“What
is it?”

“It
was flagged when entered into evidence, one of my sniffer programs
performing a routine search for the unusual. This qualifies in
spades.”

I scratched my
head, but I couldn’t make head or tail of the note.
“Code?”

“Asymmetric-key algorithm.”

Cryptography. Not
my strongest subject. Now chemistry, there was something I could
sink my teeth into. “Any clue as to who uses it? What does it
say?”

A long pause. “It
was utilized over fifteen years ago.”

Uh-oh. I had a
bad feeling. “One of ours?”

“No.
It is an old MI-7 code and the key is one that had been used during
the Lindauer-Kowalski incident, the joint Bureau-MI-7 mission in
New York. The only time a foreign Bureau operated with permission
on American soil.”

This was getting
worse and worser. I verbally accessed the Bureau database with the
DRAFT and scrolled through the relevant file while Ghost waited
patiently.

“Holy
crap,” I muttered once I had the gist of the report, awed by what
it implied. “The British Ambassador and the German Ambassador to
the United Nations? This is friggin’ unbelievable.”

“Let
me show you what was decoded.”

A herd of mice
with tiny cold feet were tap-dancing up and down my spine. “Don’t
suppose I can refuse to read it?”

“Not
really.”

Crap. It
had been worth a shot. “Go ahead.”

On the DRAFT, the
jumble of gibberish faded and reformed into coherent sentences. It
turned out to be a letter. To me.

By the pricking
of my thumbs …

 


Mr. Kalevi
Hakala:

I have been
amusing myself in Omaha for quite a while now, preparing for the
day when we would meet. The thought, I must confess, warms the cold
cockles of my heart because I have been an admirer of yours for
such a long time. Watching you work has been an oft-enjoyed pastime
that has aided me in avoiding the ennui inflicted upon me by this
weary world.

You have been an
inspiration. I had thought myself to be the perfect hunter, the
ultimate predator, but we both know that is a lie, one born of
arrogance and the need for self-aggrandizement. You, Kalevi Hakala,
are the greatest hunter to roam this earth, a man who can defeat
any monster, the one Bureau Agent all Supernaturals
fear.

Although I hold
you in the highest regard, I cannot have that; it is intolerable to
me that one, a mere human, has proven to be so perfectly lethal. So
we must meet, you and I, and settle the score once and for all.
Only the best will survive the confrontation. Nothing personal,
mind you; it’s simply the way things have to be, the natural order.
There can only be one sentient Apex Predator on this planet and it
must be me. Because I hold you in such high esteem it will be an
honor to take your life. Should I fall before you (an unlikely
event), I will die content that only the most deadly could defeat
me.

And so, onto the
rules of The Game: come to Omaha within the next five days, or
every day thereafter I shall kill ten humans in many inventive and
disturbing ways, engaging in a spree so terrible and bloody that
the creatures who inhabit this dung heap of a world will speak of
it forever. Come soon and come alone. You may bring what weapons
and magic you wish, but if I even suspect that you have enlisted
assistance from other Bureau agents, I will commence the
aforementioned killing spree. I will be watching and I will know if
you break these rules. Do not force me to drastic action. Do not
attempt to spoil The Game.

Please do not
disappoint and know that we are, au fond, kindred
spirits.

 


No signature.
Nothing.

It was creepy as
hell, and in its own way, quite terrifying. A mystery person or
Supernatural wanted to kill me, presumably by ripping my throat out
like the man in the photo. It begged only one question: why wasn’t
I scared, ready to change my shorts? I knew the answer straight
off, without even thinking about it: I wasn’t scared because I was
too excited. It was time to play.

I guess Friday
turned out to be pretty good, after all.

 


 



Chapter One

Kal

Gifts That Keep On Giving

Come to Omaha within the next five days or every day
thereafter I shall kill ten humans in many inventive and disturbing
ways, engaging in a spree so terrible and bloody that the humans
who inhabit this dung heap of a world will speak of it forever.
Come soon and come alone.

“Kal,
are you all right?”

I raised my head
and took a deep breath. “What?”

Ghost’s buzz held
a digital note of concern. “I asked if you are all
right.”

Good question.
The answer would have to be a solid ‘no,’ though. Some maniac in
Omaha was killing people and leaving notes for me in an old MI-7
(the British version of the Bureau) asymmetric-key algorithm. The
bastard not only knew who I was and all about the Bureau, but it
seemed that he knew a lot of our secrets.

The note
contained clues. The writer referred to people as ‘humans’ or
‘creatures,’ which implied that my foe was a Supernatural and
therefore right up my alley.

I’d been killing
the monsters from the World Under (the world behind ours where the
Bad Things come from) for over ten years. It was my job as an Agent
for the Bureau of Supernatural Investigation to keep the ordinary
citizens (the Straights) oblivious to all things magical and
monstrous, thereby keeping mankind’s fragile social sanity in
balance. Straights who witnessed a Supernatural incident were
subjected to an Interdiction—a Spell that would render them unable
to reveal, in any way, the existence of Supernaturals and the World
Under.

I reckoned I must
have killed hundreds of bad guys in the last decade or
so.

And I am damn
good at my job.

Enough was
enough. This person, this Supernatural, whatever, wanted me to come
to Omaha and compete in a little Apex Predator dustup, and if I
didn’t show, he was going to kill even more people. I couldn’t have
that.

The adrenaline
pumped through my system as the realization hit me with
sledgehammer force right between my baby blues. How did this
Supernatural know about the Bureau, MI-7 code, and such? Was it a
Sidhe, the race of beings people called Faëries or Faë? Or was it
something else? How could an outside entity keep tabs on me without
insider information? How could it know so many secrets?

It took a few
seconds, but the answer finally popped into my dense skull. I’m
slow, but I get there.

It was best to
err on the side of caution. “Ghost,” I said casually. “This note
looks like a Code B.A.G.”

It was a code
phrase, one that had never been used. Born from the paranoia of the
Cold War and the onset of the computer age, it was every Director’s
nightmare scenario come true.

B.A.G. means
Barbarians at the Gates. The term wasn’t in any database or written
anywhere. It was oral code known to a select few. Those people were
BB, yours truly, Ghost, Alex, and POTUS.

In the unlikely
case of cyber attack, where the Bureau’s computer system becomes
compromised and communications suspect, a code is needed to activate countermeasures. Said
countermeasures were Ghost and the bevy of cyber-response programs
dreamt up by the best programmers money can buy and a few that were
subject to blackmail.

I knew that as
soon as the letters B.A.G. left my mouth, Ghost would initiate a
shutdown of all Bureau servers, leaving any team currently on
mission status without Bureau support for a minimum of fifteen
minutes. That doesn’t sound like a long time, but for a team that
relies on a steady stream of information and cyber-assistance, it
could feel like a lifetime. Or result in a deathtime. However, the
prospect of some outside enemy gaining access to the Bureau servers
was almost too horrific to contemplate.

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

China had
attempted to hack the Bureau systems several times, but Ghost and
his CIC (Cybernetic Intrusion Countermeasures) programs had been
more than up to the challenge, not only stopping the hack, but also
spamming the Chinese servers with ads for discount Viagra. Strange
thing, though … Ghost said he received over one million orders
for the erectile dysfunction medication. Imagine the kind of bank
he would’ve made if he’d had the supply.

Better living
through chemistry was alive and well in the Far East.

Ghost didn’t
bother to acknowledge me. The DRAFT simply powered down, becoming
nothing more than a pair of useless wire-rims. I knew he would
alert all team members and Receptionists of the current state of
affairs and everyone would be on pins-and-needles for the next few
minutes.

I sure was. The
bottle of vodka sitting pretty on the wet bar was looking mighty
attractive. Surely one snort couldn’t hurt, right?

My hand stopped
mere inches from the teardrop shape of Kauffman Vintage Luxury
vodka. I wanted that fiery liquid—my cells screamed at me to let
the alcohol slide down my throat—but the small, rational part of my
mind that was almost drowned out by the gross need for drink
stayed my hand.

I had spent a
good part of my career drinking like Prohibition was about resume,
drowning harsh memories with liquor and women. I cared nothing for
the women, but the booze …. Damn, the booze always made me
feel better.

And that was the
problem.

The booze was my
hook, the metal barb through the cheek that dragged me to and fro
as I tried to get away. It used my need and desire to reel me into
a dark place of forgetting and regret.

I stared at the
crystal bottle—a work of art that promised beauty inside and out.
It would be perfect, I knew, perfect. Clear, crisp with just
the right amount of fire to heat the throat and warm the
belly.

A hook and a trap
both, one that would take Jeanie away from me. Jeanie, one of the
most powerful Magicians in existence and possibly my last chance at
a serious relationship. She was more important to me than the
booze, more important than the forgetting and I knew she’d have no
truck with someone who crawled inside a bottle.

Ah hell, I was in
love.

“Sorry, Mr. Kauffman,” I said to the bottle, hand dropping
limply to my side. “Not today. Perhaps not even tomorrow.” Perhaps
never again.

Was I growing up?
Heaven forbid!

I sat down at the
desk, the bottle and its divine contents still tugging at me. I
held my head in my hands, fingers covering my eyes, in an effort to
resist its siren song. I was still sitting there, elbows on the
desk, face in my palms, when Ghost returned.

“Diagnostics complete,” he said sounding almost …
tired.

“And?”

“There
is a passive threat, a thread of code embedded into our server like
nothing I’ve ever seen before. Whoever wrote this program knows
subtlety. It is dormant, camouflaged as a payroll algorithm, and
from what I have been able to discern, becomes active only when
certain conditions are met.”

“What
conditions are those?”

“When
a team is listed as MISSION ACTIVE. The program then transmits the
details of the mission, personnel, equipment, everything, to places
and persons unknown.”

Perfect. Just
freaking, bloody, abso[CENSORED]lutely perfect. “Ghost, walk me
through what happens when a team is chosen for a mission. Don’t
skip the details.”

Brief pause. “As
you know, when a team or persons are chosen for a new mission, the
Director inputs the threat location and who is assigned to that
location into the MISSION ACTIVE file. From there all equipment
removed from ARMORY is tagged and logged as part of that mission
for inventory control, including Spell gems. From there, as the
team leader and Receptionist log ammunition and items used, the
items are then noted and counter-checked. When the team returns,
all remaining items are logged back into inventory.”

I rubbed my eyes.
“And how are items removed from ARMORY traced?”

“All
items are tagged with nanolocators, and when removed from ARMORY,
are noted into the MISSION ACTIVE file. Also, as each item is
removed from ARMORY, it is logged into the MISSION ACTIVE file by
the Agent on ARMORY duty as yet another redundant security
measure.”

“So
this little ‘passive program’ knows who becomes MISSION ACTIVE and
what they take?”

“As
well as the status of all the Agents, although it transmits a
MISSION ACTIVE status only—it does not transmit the current health
and welfare status of each Agent, should he or she be killed or
injured in the course of performing their duties.”

Okay, please
bring your seats to an upright position. “What do you mean by ‘the
status of all the Agents’? There’s more than MISSION ACTIVE
status?”

When Ghost
answered, his voice lost much of its droning quality. He sounded
much more subdued and human, like the man he used to be before he
accidentally translated himself into
cyberspace. “Yes. As you know, all Agents are tracked with
nanolocators implanted into a buttock. In order to adequately track
the Agents based on probable threat or urgency, each Agent is given
a status: OFF DUTY, VACATION, MEDICAL LEAVE, PSYCHOLOGICAL LEAVE,
INACTIVE, MISSION ACTIVE, RETIRED or MISSING IN ACTION. In no way
shape or form is a team or person to be labeled MISSION ACTIVE if
that is not the case and vice versa. The system is designed that
way and was, until just a few minutes ago, considered foolproof.
The MISSING IN ACTION status is granted if the Agent disappears and
the nanolocator is no longer active. However, if an Agent is
verified deceased, or retires, a signal is given whereby the
nanolocator is disabled.”

That damn
nanolocator … given under the guise of an inoculation. I was
none the wiser until BB informed me a few months ago of its
existence. I’d faked my death so I could pursue the Finnish
quasi-deity Iku-Turso, the being responsible for my sister’s death,
without the Bureau’s knowledge. Turns out that BB knew all along I
was alive and kicking and was more than happy to have me haring off
to kill a Class Five (a being of Mythic or God-like proportions)
Supernatural. If I died, oh well, no harm no foul, but if I was
successful (and I was … sort of), he could disavow the event
to the Finnish government, who didn’t want their precious
monster eliminated because of its cultural significance. Blah,
blah, blah.

To say that the
Bureau and I have a twisted relationship is to damn with faint
praise. We could give Oedipus, Hamlet, Alexander the Great, and The
Manson Family a run for their dysfunctional money.

But, hey, if it
ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

“So
let’s assume that murderer in Omaha wrote and implemented that
program,” I said, leaning back in my chair with hands behind my
head. “That means he or she would know if I went MISSION ACTIVE and
if any other team followed because of the information on the
destination, right?”

“Yes,
if your assumption is correct.”

“How
long has that intrusion
been in place?”

“When
Warehouse is relocated, the servers are scrubbed and all the data
reloaded, so I would say any time within the last four
months.”

Hmmm. Four
months. Long damn time in cyberspace. “How long will it take for
you to scrub the intrusion?”

Ghost didn’t
answer and I felt a stirring of unease. “You can do it, can’t you?”
I mean, Ghost was the super cyber spook, TRON on steroids. The
thought that he couldn’t remove the thread from our system gave me
the galloping heebie-jeebies and just when I thought he’d buggered
off in shame, his annoying buzz resumed, louder than
ever.

“One
week, Kal.”

One week?
“Uh, Ghost … you hacked the DGSE’s mainframe in five minutes
and posted naked pictures of Gerard Depardieu all through their
server. He’s not my first choice of actors I’d like to see in the
raw, but aside from that, how come so long?”

“Kal,
I have never seen anything like this program. It shows a level of
sophistication, genius and subtlety rarely seen these days. While
passive, it includes a secondary program, a diagnostic, which runs
every second, testing the integrity of the program. As far as I can
tell just from my cursory assessment, if the program is tampered
with or abruptly terminated, a virus will be uploaded into our
system that will erase or corrupt all our data. Not only that, but
there seems to be an element of magic at the core of the code I
cannot access until I carefully strip away the outer layers. But
there is more.

“In
the 1800s, each telegraph operator had their own style when
manipulating the telegraph key. It was a particular way of sending
Morse code that allowed other operators to know who was sending the
message. This was referred to as a ‘fist.’ When it comes to
programming, I can tell if the origin of a program is Chinese,
Japanese, Indian, Australian, French, what have you. I can narrow
that field down to individual programmers whose work I have
encountered before. Currently, I have documented 47,383,956
different ‘fists,’ or programming styles, matching them to country
of origin, city, state, county, province, district, shire, or
boroughs. I believe I have catalogued the style of all the
professional and amateur programmers on the planet as well as
pinpointed their current whereabouts. This program does not
originate from any of them! I do not recognize the ‘fist’
displayed in this code. It is an entirely new thing and that alone
gives me pause.

“Because of the program’s elegance, its complexity, and the
magic at its core, I have ascertained that it will take me one week
to neutralize it without tripping the diagnostic program into
releasing the virus or the programmer finding out his creation has
been compromised.”

Wow. Double wow.
Double wow with a cherry on top. “So it will be difficult. I get
that.” Deep breath, Kal. Don’t let Ghost see how rattled you
are.

“More
than difficult. One week is a very long time to a being such
as myself.”

“Understood. Well, let’s assume that our bad guy is behind this
intrusion. I want you to begin the process of dismantling it. I’m
still heading out into the wilds of Nebraska to confront this
douchebag. I hope I can outwit him.”

Ghost said, “I
will pray for luck.”

Sarky spook.
“Har-de-har-har.” I had a thought, something that might give me an
edge. “Ghost, can I take the DRAFT with me?”

“I am
sorry, Kal, but they are slaved to the desk. Only Director Bauer
has a portable computer of sufficient processing power to use the
full potential of the glasses while on the move.”

Perfect.
The DRAFT would have been handy, but I’ve done fine with
less.

“Can
you alter the MISSION ACTIVE function without the hostile program
knowing about it? What I want is to check weapons and supplies out
of ARMORY without logging it into the system.”

If anything,
Ghost sounded rather sorrowful. “Sorry, Kal; I cannot. Not only
will the intruder know of such tampering, but I also do not have
the clearance to perform such an act. If I were to try, bad things
would happen to me, a result I do not wish to occur.”

Bad things
happening to the most powerful being in cyberspace. What the hell
did BB have on Ghost to keep him in line? It was just another
reminder that no matter how clever I thought myself to be, BB was
in a whole different class of sneaky. “Okay, Ghost, get hold of
Alex and brief him on the situation and tell him to meet me in
ARMORY in fifteen. I’m going to need some serious mojo. Especially
if this evil genius is going to know what I’m bringing with
me.”

“Done.”

In the HUD of the
DRAFT, which was back online, I tapped a virtual icon.

“Yes,
Director?” asked Andrea, who was BB’s, and now my,
Receptionist.

“Get
me Matt Alba. I want him here five minutes ago.”

“Yes,
sir.” If she was startled, I couldn’t hear it. Then again, all
Bureau Receptionists were tougher than overcooked steak, so I’d be
surprised right off my comfy chair if anything less than global
thermonuclear war were to harsh her mellow.

The Bureau had
just finished dealing with one of the most deadly Supernatural
cases the world had ever known since the great Tunguska Event of
1908. The Unseelie Court of the Sidhe (think of them as the Faërie
Mafia, but with magic instead of Tommy guns) had unleashed the
Windigo Curse on the world, turning millions of innocent people
into cannibals whose bites infected their victims and turned them
into cannibals as well. So many people died that it seemed
inevitable that the truth about the World Under and Supernaturals
would be revealed, but thanks to some creative media spinning the
public knew it only as a terrible outbreak of a virulent,
weaponized, rabies-like virus. Some were calling it the Aborted
Zombie Apocalypse. If you can lie convincingly enough, people
will believe. I mean, people still believe that Earth is
flat, politicians are honest, and Lee Harvey Oswald acted
alone.

During the whole
shebang I was pro tem director while the boss, BB, had been
at a summit meeting with the heads of all the other Bureau-like
agencies on the planet for a conference on the Sidhe problem. The
irony was thick enough to spread on toast. Now BB was on his way
back and Ghost had just found out that a psychopath was in Omaha
killing people in order to lure me into a duel.

It was enough to
make me want to hide under the bed for about fifty years or
so.

By the time Matt
arrived, I’d finished a bowl of Lucky Charms and a bottle of
Tommyknocker cream soda, and was feeling the sugar rush buzz
through my body.

“What
can I do for you, Kal?” hollered Matt from across BB’s enormous
office. The echo hit a split second later.

After hearing the
Reader’s Digest version of the Omaha note and the
cybernetic intrusion, he scratched his shaved skull and said, “So
when do I leave?”

“Oh, I
didn’t summon you here just to send you out.” I stood, handing him
the DRAFT. “I am merely appointing you as interim Director until BB
comes back. Which should be soon. Ghost will fill you in on how to
use the glasses.”

Matt’s face had
gone from light mocha to pale gray in about three seconds, and I
wondered if his heart was starting to fibrillate. I guess the news
of his hasty promotion didn’t sit well. I knew exactly how
he felt.

“Kal,
you have to take a team,” he said finally, conceding defeat. He’d
been around long enough to know when not to fight. “Or at least
have one shadow you.” Matt sat slowly, his butt impacting BB’s
chair. Looked good on him.

I shook my head.
“No can do. This perp knows when a team becomes MISSION ACTIVE and
where that team will be deployed and I have no desire to have him
kill more innocents because I disobeyed instructions. This perp
might actually be able to track a MISSION ACTIVE team.” My voice
became husky as anger fueled my adrenaline. “No, I have to play
this straight. Promise me you won’t let anyone become MISSION
ACTIVE to Omaha.”

He nodded, face
in hands.

“Good.
Ghost?”

The familiar
drone popped into the air. “Yes, Kal?”

“Walk
Matt through the DRAFT and bring him up to speed on the latest
developments concerning cleanup on the Windigo Curse. Also, have a
plane ready, and I need a plausible story with the local LEOs, both
federal and state. Call FBI Director Shields and brief him on the
situation. I’m off.”

Matt’s voice was
muffled by the cage of his fingers. “To Omaha?”

I gave him my
best Bond impression, à la Sean Connery. “Why no, M, I’m off to see
Q first.”

 


Deep in the heart
of BSI headquarters lay ARMORY, housing the bulk of the Bureau’s
weapons, both magical and technological. It consisted of a
sixty-foot square room with eleven-inch-thick steel walls accessed
through a vault door that would make an Antwerp diamond merchant
dizzy with envy. Inside was all a body could want for killing
Supernaturals or conquering Indonesia.

That week’s vault
minder was a three-year veteran nicknamed Ice, a big guy of Irish
descent with black hair and the palest blue eyes I’d ever seen,
hence the handle. It was a cush gig; all one had to do was guard
the ARMORY from intrusion from any non-Bureau entities and make
sure that all who entered had the proper authorization.

Those unnerving
eyes bored into me as I walked down the hall, and his round face
refused to crack a smile when I showed him my pearly whites. As the
pro tem Director, I couldn’t be refused admission, although
he seemed reluctant to place his hand on the black access
plate.

My own big mitt
landed next to his, and we both cited our bona fides out
loud for the security programs while our handprints were scanned
and our auras read by Spell Shapes embedded into the plate. Had
either of us not been who we said we were, our remains would have
fit into a shoebox.

“You
are cleared, Director,” he said, barely moving his lips. His
muscles bulged under his gray t-shirt with the letters USMC
stenciled on the front.

I opened the
door. “Thanks, Ice. Send Alex Dumont in when he
arrives.”

He barely nodded
and went back to imitating a statue. A big, overmuscled
statue.

The interior of
the vault was a sterile white, all weaponry carefully locked away
in white bins and cupboards. White cabinets running the length of
the room offered a marginal pathway which men far skinnier than I
would’ve had trouble navigating. They mostly hid the bright, white
linoleum floor.

Every container
was labeled in black lettering indicating their contents, from
Spell eggs to handguns, rifles to the latest and greatest in
electronics. It was a smorgasbord of potential deadliness offered
in one locale.

I was in heaven.
For a few minutes I squeezed down one of the aisles reading labels
and making my Christmas wish list. My idea of Santa was a tubby NRA
member dressed in red handing out M4s.

The door opened
and Alex entered.

Alex Dumont.
Short, skinny, nerdy as hell and possibly the most brilliant mind
of his generation. Smarter than a closet full of Einsteins, he was
the head of Special Branch, which handled techno/Magical research
and development for the Bureau. If you needed anything—from
creating singularities to Magical cold fusion—Special Branch was
where you went and Alex was probably the guy who figured out how it
could be done.

He must have been
in the shower because his dark brown hair was plastered to his
skull and his birth-control glasses had been left behind. The only
thing he wore was a pair of athletic shorts and an Adele concert
t-shirt. No accounting for taste.

I gave him my
best crap-eating smile. “Really? Adele? And here I thought you were
heterosexual.”

“Are
you out of you mind?” he asked, frowning.

“No, I
really thought you were heterosexual.”

Alex crossed his
arms, covering the singer’s bouffant. “You know what I mean. That
Omaha thing is a setup.”

“Well,
duh.” How could he think I didn’t realize that?
“C’mon, Alex, I created the most kick-ass Paladin in World of
Warcraft. Of course I know it’s a setup.” McComas the
Relatively Unstable was a legend in the Eastern Kingdoms and fun as
hell to play.

His stare lowered
the temperature by about a hundred degrees. Okay, no time for
friendly banter. I crossed my arms and gave him a dead level stare.
“No choice, Alex,” I said softly. “I need you to help me select the
right equipment.”

“Don’t
do it, Kal,” he urged, thawing. “Please.”

The poor kid was
worried about me. How nice. “Sorry. Ghost must have told you about
the note. If I don’t go, a whole lot more Straights will
die.”

That earned me a
squint-eyed look that he held for about five seconds. “You want to
go!” he accused. “You’re excited about the entire
thing.”

Yep, smart kid
all right. “Yeah,” I grinned. “I am. I’ve been neck deep in
politicians and other fecal matter thanks to the Windigo Curse, and
I need to get me some fresh air. The exercise will do me a world of
good.”

“But
you don’t have your sister’s help anymore.”

Aye, there’s
the rub. No more spectral assistance in the face of unspeakable
danger. The kid wasn’t sure I could cut the mustard as an ordinary
mortal. To be perfectly honest, I wasn’t entirely sure, myself. “Do
you really think I need my sister’s spirit to do my job?” I asked
crossly. The ghost of my long-dead sister had been attached to my
psyche for over fifteen years and had only recently found its way
into the light, thanks to a rather powerful Native American
Magician. No more super strength and speed on tap for me; only
those attributes I’d been born with.

He held up his
hands in surrender or exasperation. Good enough.

“You
gonna help or what?” No more time to waste.

“What’s the play?” he asked.

“I
have to travel light. No Bureau housing or other Bureau presence.
Posing as FBI. Ghost is working on the details, but I have to do
this lean and mean.”

Our in-house
super-genius tapped his
upper lip and gave that challenge a good think while I waited
patiently. To paraphrase Billy Crystal’s Miracle Max: don’t rush a
Magician, or
you’ll get rotten
magic.

“Armor?” he asked.

“The
lighter the better.”

“Guns?”

“Handguns only. The Lahti and whatever else works. Ammunition
for all occasions, but not enough to weigh me down.”

“Magic?”

“Yes,
please.”

After much
hemming and hawing and enough furious thought that I could smell
burning brain cells, Alex’s eyes finally came back into focus and
he grinned. It was one of those mad genius smiles that had my
testicles running for cover because I knew I was about to be the
recipient of something incredibly dangerous that could quite
conceivably create a Kal-shaped exit hole in the
universe.

Disappearing into
the bowels of the ARMORY, Alex soon returned with a beige trench
coat and a briefcase. “Here,” he said, handing the items
over.

I eyed the coat
dubiously. “What, I’m going to make the perp sick by becoming a
walking billboard for bad taste?”

His grin really
had my nerves on edge. “Nope. Put it on.”

It fit. I looked
like a dork. Or a Scandinavian Philip Marlowe. All I needed was a
cool fedora to set the whole ensemble off. “Now what?”

The little skink
wouldn’t stop grinning and I, the great monster hunter, was really
starting to get a case of the heebie-jeebies. “Check the right
front pocket,” he said smugly.

Fearing that I
was about to stick my hand into a Looney Tunes mousetrap, I did so
gingerly and pulled out a clip loaded with 10mm rounds. “So?” I
inspected the clip. Looked normal.

“Check
the pocket again,” he replied.

Another clip. And
another. And another. On and on. Every time I stuck my hand in, I
found a clip, and I placed them at my feet until there were twenty
clips littering the floor.

“Alex,” I said slowly, kneeling among the ammunition. “What
have you done?”

“Three
weeks ago one of our boys, Don Rasmussen, came up with a Spell,” he
said, kneeling at my side, eyes alight with geeky joy. “What it
does is to create a small space inside a container which is larger
on the inside than out—only by a factor of five, mind you—and the
Spell will remain active until the contents are removed, whereupon
it must be cast again.”

I examined the
pocket. Silvery thread lined the interior in an eye-watering
pattern that seemed to blur around the edges. It almost made sense
to me, like a half-remembered thought at the back of your mind, but
after a few moments I began to develop a headache.

“Is it
safe?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

“Yes,
it is actually a simple Spell Shape. The only problem is we only
have two garments so far. His and Hers.”

Well, I
definitely wasn’t going to make a fashion statement by wearing a
ladies coat and I was headed to Omaha, not San Francisco. Once
again I looked in the pocket and that creepy feeling of déjà-vu
stole over me. Magic always made me nervous, but this was
ridiculous.

“Great. Cast it again and I’ll load up with all the ammunition
I need.” I spied a small arms locker and opened it to reveal the
latest in the Colt line of weaponry.

Like most
enthusiasts, I choose efficiency and reliability over flash and
power, which meant my hand went right to a matte-black Colt Rail
Gun. Based on the Browning M1911, it was a .45 caliber and had the
sleek, no-nonsense look of lethality. Though I normally sported an
eight-round clip, I chose one of the new fifteen-round loads. Less
is never more. More is more and I was going to need all the more I
could get.

My other weapon
was my grandfather’s Lahti M-35, often mistaken for the German
Luger, or P-38. Built solid and heavy to withstand sub-freezing
weather, it was as durable as they come and hideously accurate. It was my favorite
weapon and I knew I would break before that thing did. The trigger
pull was heavy, but the craftsmanship was second to none.
It was my primary
weapon, so I’d had
hundreds of 9mm rounds specially made, bullets for every
Supernatural occasion. I started loading up on 8-round box
magazines.

Next I turned my
attention to the briefcase. It turned out to be filled with
polyfoam into which egg-shapes had been cut. A briefcase made for
holding Spell eggs.


Perfect.

Spell eggs are
polystyrene egg-shaped cases that house precious and semi-precious
gems infused either with magical energy or Spell Shapes designed
for a single Spell function. On the bottom of each egg is a
detachable slip of paper that holds the activation word for the
Spell. Each gem has a sort of ‘if/then’ statement built into the
Spell, like a line of computer code. If the activation word
is uttered within the proximity of the gem, then you get a
result.

Alex caught the
expression on my face. “Yep. This case was made during the Cold War
when the Soviet Bureau Agents were infiltrating the U.S. Simple,
really: you put your Spell eggs in the case and you’re ready to
go.” He pointed to a
shiny brass plate under the handle. “This is a fingerprint sensor,
but I’ve added DNA and aura reading Spells as well. Press your
thumb here and the case unlocks.” He took my hand and pressed my
thumb to the plate, closing his eyes and concentrating. The skin of
my thumb tingled for a moment. “There. It’s coded to you.” He then
pressed the releases to the side locks and opened the
case.

Empty.
Nada.

“An
illusion. Anyone else opens this case and they will see nothing.
However, don’t let them touch because they’ll feel the Spell
eggs.”

I nodded. “Nice.
I’ll take it.” Snapping the case shut, I checked out several
drawers of Spell eggs and began to pick my magical artillery. Most
I had used before (like the Hellfire Spell—dangerous but obscenely fun), but some
were brand new with Spell effects that looked interesting. I took a
double helping of those. Call me a masochist, but I live to
field-test unfamiliar Spells … keeps me on my toes.

When I laid the
last Spell egg in the case (a Hellfire Spell, of course), I turned
to Alex. “Now, what about armor? I need something
unobtrusive.”

“Hmmm.” He scratched his chin. “I may have just the thing. Grab
whatever ammo you need; this could take a while.” That said, he
exited the ARMORY, no doubt on a quest for something Special Branch
hadn’t rated 100% safe yet.


Perfect.

At one of the
electronics cabinets I discovered a MagniGlass, a rectangular lens
for determining the nature of an object, one of the newer toys for
us intrepid field types. I never had the opportunity to use one,
but my best friend, Canton Alsate—a Mescalero Apache and one of the
bravest men I’d ever met—had and it seemed like just the gadget I
would need in the Heartland.

It actually
didn’t take long before Alex returned with what looked to be a thin
Kevlar vest. Far too thin, actually. He proudly held it up for me
to admire.

I raised an
eyebrow. “What is that?”

It flew through
the space between us and I caught it reflexively. Very light
indeed, with rigid plates covering the back, chest, and stomach. I
dug my fingers into the Velcro pouches where the plates were stored
and pulled one forth.

Light gray metal,
shiny, it looked a little like aluminum, but was much
lighter. And thin, too … less than one-sixteenth of an inch
and slick, almost frictionless, as if it had been covered in a skin
of oil. For a second I thought the shiny piece of metal might
actually be plastic, but it was like no plastic I’d ever seen. One
side had a Spell Shape drawn on it in what I supposed was dark gray
indelible ink, and this Shape was so complex that my mind shied
away as soon as the electrical impulses from my eyes reached my
brain.

“What
is this?” I asked, staring at the unmarked side. Shiny, yes, but
not reflective. I had to hold it up to my nose to catch my
image.

Alex looked fit
to bust. “Guess.”

I didn’t have the
time, but you don’t irk a guy like Alex too often. I needed all the
miracles I could get. “Lightweight, absurdly so.” I let it
thunk to the floor. “Sounds almost like ceramic when struck.
Hmmm.” After picking it up, I gave it a good hard twist using both hands. Or
tried to. It vibrated in my palms, but I couldn’t bend that
ridiculously thin bit of metal the slightest bit. “Jesus, kid, it’s
tougher than titanium or even NewTanium.”

“It’s
the strongest metal ever created.” The light of pride showed in his
eyes.

Well, what the
heck is a master’s in chemical engineering good for if I couldn’t
figure the puzzle out? Determined not to have wasted my money and
years of study—when I wasn’t engaging in collegiate naughtiness—I
put my mind to the task.

Clues:
lightweight … disturbingly so, strong as all get-out, slick as
oil on a glass plate and definitely metal, not plastic or ceramic.
What metals or alloys could be made with such properties? It took a
good three or four minutes before the answer hit me so hard that I
reeled.

“You
crazy son-of-a-bitch,” I swore, appalled. “Tell me you
didn’t—”

Proudly, Alex
took the metal from my numb fingers. “Yep, I sure did, Kal. You are
holding in your hand the very first piece of metallic hydrogen ever
created by man.”

I whistled low
and long, stunned. Hydrogen is the lightest element and the most
abundant and is at the top of the alkali metals column on the
periodic table. It’s not, under normal circumstances, an alkali
metal. However, it’s been theorized that under immense
pressure—about three million plus PSI, or twenty-five
GigaPascals—hydrogen would begin to display metallic properties. To
put that in perspective, it’s thought that large gas giants such as
Jupiter might contain metallic liquid hydrogen, but at those
pressures, a human being would be compressed to size of a raisin
and therefore unable to enjoy its superconductive
capabilities.

The pressures and
temperatures required to make that one thin piece staggered me and
sent my mind reeling in fifteen different directions until I came
to the only conclusion I could, considering there was no
way, even with our advanced technology, anyone could make
the stuff. “You used magic!” I blurted.

“Of
course,” Alex said equably. “It took a long time for us to figure
out the Spell Shape to create metallic hydrogen. In fact, the basic
Shape came from one of the government’s think-tank Magicians in
Oregon.” He spun the piece of impossible metal around in his hands,
and it blurred, the harsh florescent light winking along the edges.
“The hard part wasn’t creating the temperatures or pressure
required to form the metal. No, the really difficult part was to
keep it stable.” The small plate spun until the side with the
mind-bending Spell Shape faced me. “You see, without this Spell
Shape stabilizing the metal, it wouldn’t remain so and the results
would be … severe.”

I kept my eyes
away from the Shape. “How severe?”

“This
one piece of metallic hydrogen would destabilize until the
resultant explosion could destroy an area of at least four city
blocks, perhaps much more.”

“So if
I erase that Spell Shape?”

Alex laughed. “No
way you could do that, Kal. That gray material used to make the
Shape is actually silicon, which has been bonded to the hydrogen on
an atomic level. Don’t ask me how, because that particular secret
has been classified above TOP SECRET. No, as long as there is magic
in the world, metallic hydrogen will be safe as houses. The
stabilizing Spell Shape is permanent.”

 


 



Chapter Two

Canton

The Buddy System

“Is he out of his everlovin’ tiny
mind?”

I was seeing ten
kinds of red at Kal’s foolishness. Ghost had just filled me in on
the situation after Kal’s plane had taken off for Omaha and I was
plenty riled up. How could he do such a thing, going at this op
alone? There was a crazed killer out in the Midwest gunning for our
best man and he just obliges the nutty sonofabitch without
saying a word or looking for any kind of advice.

Matt stared at me
from behind his newfangled glasses—what was it with those specs
anyway?—and grunted noncommittally. Jeanie, who’d been with me when
Ghost told us the story, merely glared. And that woman can glare.
The heat of her gaze could cook a Brahma bull. She had a full head
of mad going and I wouldn’t want to be Kal when she caught up with
hm.

“Didn’t you try to keep him here?”

Our new temporary
Director laughed. “You ever try to stop him when he got a bug up
his ass about something? Not even BB can stop him when he’s in a
mood; you know that.”

Of course he was
talking about the time Kal faked his death so he could confront his
ancient enemy, Iku-Turso. Kal’s Finnish stubbornness had kicked
into high gear, putting years of planning into motion so he could
fight that monster without interference from the Bureau. But back
then he had a team with him—former Agents he’d worked with and
trusted to have his back. Now … now he was on his own and I
didn’t cotton to that one bit.

“So
send a team,” I said, cracking my knuckles. My friend deserved a
good swift kick and I aimed to deliver one when I caught up with
him. If I was lucky, I’d miss both legs completely. “There will be
plenty of volunteers, me for one.”

Jeanie
coughed.

“And
Jeanie, of course.” I’d rather arm wrestle a minotaur than try to
argue with her when it came to Kal’s safety.

Matt shook his
head sadly. “Can’t do that, Canton, much as I want to. Whoever this
killer is, he or she knows about the Bureau and how we work, that
much is obvious. He will be watching out for another team and will
certainly know when a team becomes MISSION ACTIVE, especially since
the perp monitored Kal’s inventory taken from ARMORY. Can you
imagine what that loon would do if he saw a team set out so soon
after Kal? Hell, the perp might not be alone in all this and we
could be under active surveillance right now.”

“But
what about Kal?” Jeanie’s voice—like silk sliding over razors—sent
a shiver down my spine.

“What
about him? He’s a big boy and the best at what he does.” If Matt
felt any trepidation at rousing her anger, he sure didn’t show
it.

At that moment,
Alex barged through the door to BB’s office with Dove Jacobs and
Dom Rigione in tow. Jacobs was a short Agent with an angel’s face
who packed some serious muscle in her petite frame and had more
attitude than sense. Dom was a four-year who’d been part of Kal’s
team for two of them. Short, stocky, and covered in coarse black
hair, he was liquid death with a rifle.

“If’n
you all are taking volunteers to chase after Kal,” said the hairy
Sniper, “then count us in.” His grim expression was set in stone
and I could tell that mind was well and truly set in
concrete.

For the first
time Matt looked nonplussed. “Ghost!” he yelled. “How many people
did you tell?”

Our in-house
genie in a bottle chimed in. “Just one more. She will be here in a
minute. And do not worry; I am in contact with Kal through one of
the new smartphones recently developed by Special Branch. It will
allow me to communicate with him via the bone induction receiver
behind his left ear.”

Matt scrubbed his
face with his palms. “Why am I not comforted?”

“Because you, Director Alba, are not an idiot.”

“You
all aren’t starting this shindig without me, are you?” said a voice
from the doorway.

And there was the
last member of our little soiree standing in the doorway, bold as a
bull and twice as tough.

Patricia Brannon,
a one-woman big brass band with wild, curly, carrot red hair that
was the first clue to her temper. At just a shade under six feet,
she was a former Receptionist of Kal’s who decided to join the
ranks of active Agents after half the Bureau was wiped out over a
year ago by a psychotic Magician named Margaret Whitcombe. I wasn’t
there for that little brouhaha, but I sure wish I could’a been. Kal
put paid to said Magician with extreme prejudice via a shotgun
blast to the head that no amount of magic could fix.

The former
Receptionist took the long walk across the plush carpet and
enfolded Jeanie in a bear hug, which was returned with
interest.

“Don’t
worry, hon,” Pat said softly. “We’ll get the big lug back safe so
you can kick his ass.”

Jeanie smiled.
“Thanks, luv.”

I was dumb enough
to plug in my two cents. “Hey, that’s my boy you’re talking
about.”

The look Jeanie
gave me could’ve fried bacon. “You want something kicked,
buster?”

“Hell
no,” I replied hastily, throwing up my hands in surrender. “I know
when I’m outnumbered.”

“Smart
man,” Pat said, giving me the once over. “There’s hope for you
yet.”

“You
all done, or should I leave the room for a Spell?” Matt looked less
than enthused.

The two women
turned their attention to the director and I almost felt sorry for
him. “We need you to send us out.”

“No.”
Firm. Unshakeable.

You could’ve
heard a mouse’s heartbeat. Then, “No?” Jeanie sounded way too
quiet. If I were Matt, I would’ve hidden under the desk.

“No.”

It became a
staring contest: a former MI-7 field Agent from 1943 versus a
tough-as-nails, entirely competent Bureau Agent of Hispanic descent
and unshakable moral fiber. I would’ve made a small fortune selling
tickets. One stared with eyes so dark brown they were almost black
and fairly sparked with magic while the other looked back calmly,
his orbs soft and velvety brown like deer hide. Jeanie was the
first to look away, defeated. That’s the thing about Matt; he’s
like Ayers Rock—you can climb all over him, but you can’t move
him.

“So
you’re saying we can’t go?” She might have been beaten, but Jeanie
still had her mad going and wasn’t about to let the subject
drop.

“What
I am saying, you bunch of insane misfits, is that I’m not
sending you.” Matt leaned back in his chair, staring off at
God-knows-what in the middle distance through his new cheaters. “I
have my hands full of the Windigo Curse aftermath, but fortunately,
there are no other emergencies that we know of. There’s only one
team in the field, Beta, so I have a lot of Agents underfoot
getting in my way and causing me no end of grief.” He ran a palm
across his bald dome. “And you guys are really getting under my
skin. So here’s what I suggest: I don’t need you all hanging about
looking down-in-the-dumps about Kal, so I suggest you take some
vacation time. Plan a hunting trip, perhaps.” I felt a surge of
hope as he continued. “Only thing is, you have to bring your own
personal firearms for this little trip of yours, seeing as how I
can’t authorize equipment from the ARMORY for personal time or
you’d all be listed as MISSION ACTIVE.”

There were smiles
all around. Hell, all I needed was my Bowie and I’d carve my
way through the Midwest if necessary. Alex was practically
vibrating. “I know just what to bring,” he said.

“No.”

Once again that
negation hit like a sledgehammer and Alex’s face fell.
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