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  Chapter 1




  A booming clap of thunder shook the car. Lyric Sage jumped in her seat and, realizing what the sound was, relaxed. She glanced at the sky and scowled. It wasn’t raining yet, but soon, very soon. She looked back at the road and a burst of panic flooded her.




  The rear of a teal sedan quickly approached her front end. She stomped on the brake and a loud, drawn out squeal exploded from her tires. She barely missed the sedan. In fact, she could have slid a piece of paper between the two bumpers. She exhaled, feeling a strong sense of relief that she’d managed to avoid a wreck. “Great, how come I didn’t see that coming?” she muttered.




  Rain poured from the sky. It fell in a heavy curtain as if someone had dumped a bucket of water on her windshield.




  Lyric squinted through the glass trying to see the road ahead. She was sure the driver of the sedan was giving her a reproachful stare through his rearview mirror. I should have taken surface streets.




  She leaned forward and wiped the steamy glass with the back of her hand. Thick sheets of rain coated the windshield making visibility close to impossible. She swore under her breath and turned up the speed on her wipers. They sped up, beating a frantic rhythm across the glass. The hazy outline of taillights moved away, then glowed brighter. She applied the brake again until her car came to complete stop.




  Looking at her watch, she wondered how long it was going to take to get home. The sedan in front of her was moving again and she accelerated to keep up. As she fought traffic, her thoughts wandered to the National Security Agency entrance exam she had taken yesterday. What a great job that would be. Intelligence Specialist Sage, she liked the sound of that. Unfortunately, very few people scored high enough to get in. Besides, she’d had such bad luck finding a job since college graduation, she was beginning to think she would be working for the Ready Hand temp firm for the rest of her life.




  She sighed. One could always hope a good job would come through.




  The taillights ahead shone red again and Lyric strained to see what was holding the driver up. The sedan’s distress lights flashed. Great, now I’m going to be stuck here behind a disabled car. She twisted around in her seat to see if she could change lanes, but traffic was backed up for miles.




  A moment later, the sedan pulled out of the lane and drove to the shoulder of the road. As Lyric passed, she could see he’d gotten a flat. That sucks. Maybe I can improve my job hunting karma if I give him a hand. It’s not like we’re going anywhere fast. She pulled over in front of him.




  Popping the trunk, she draped a jacket over her head and rushed to the back of the car. She grabbed the new electric jack from her trunk and carried it to the sedan’s window. The driver rolled the window down and Lyric felt a wintry chill creep over her skin. The driver had a worn handsomeness to him, with heavy wrinkles around his eyes. He had blonde hair and intense brown eyes made more striking by the dark circles that surrounded them. She guessed him to be somewhere in his mid-fifties. A strong, muscled jaw hardened his look.




  Lyric’s mouth went ash dry. “Hi,” she said, trying to shield herself from the downpour. She held up the jack. “I thought this might help.”




  He smiled, showing tobacco-stained teeth. It sent a shiver through her. “Why don’t you come in out of the rain?” he said, gesturing to the empty passenger seat next to him. He had a slight accent that sounded Russian. A vision blinked through her mind of a small, dingy apartment in a snowy Russian city.




  “No thanks, I think I’ll just wait in my car. Will you return this when you’re done?”




  “Sure,” he said. He reached out and took the jack, innocently touching her fingers as he did so. A charge burned through her hand and halfway up her arm. A sense of violence filled her, nameless and deadly. It left a film on her flesh like motor oil. She stifled a gasp and pulled her hand away. Without another word to him, she turned and rushed back to her car.




  Settling back in, she tossed her soaking jacket on the passenger seat. A frosty sense of dread moved through her like a winter mist. She ran her hands up and down her arms trying to drive the cold away. Her skin was covered with gooseflesh. What a creepy guy. Leave it to me to stop and help the only weirdo out on the road tonight. Maybe I should just leave. I can always get another jack. She stared into the rearview mirror. The rain had let up and Lyric watched him through the slow drizzle as he fixed his flat. She shivered and turned the heater up. Come on, come on, hurry up.




  After what felt like an hour, he finished replacing the tire and walked toward her car with the jack. Lyric plastered a smile on her face and rolled down her window. “Thanks,” she said, reaching for the jack. She was careful not to touch him.




  He handed it to her, but before she could roll the window up, he grabbed her hand where it covered the jack. His hands were cold and wet. Her mind immediately filled with strange, disjointed images of a dark room with soiled walls. A woman was bound in the center, naked to the waist. She was bloody and bruised like she’d been beaten. This man caused everything in the vision and his touch felt like a murdering criminal.




  Panicked, Lyric pulled away from his grip. She dropped the jack, and stomped on the gas. The jack clanked loudly on the asphalt as she pulled away. The car lurched forward, kicking up some wet turf on the side of the road.




  Forcing her way back into traffic, Lyric struggled to control her breathing. An ice-cold charge moved down her body, making her shiver uncontrollably. She looked in her rearview mirror but saw no sign of the sedan. I’d better turn on the next street just to be sure he doesn’t follow me.




  Biting her lip, she turned the wheel and took the next side street. She kept an eye out for the sedan, but it looked as though she’d lost him. She didn’t understand why the gift had come over her when she’d touched him. She hadn’t had visions like that in years, and now she’d had two major ones in less than an hour.




  The gift. How long had it been since she’d thought about it, acknowledged it? Months, years, maybe? She couldn’t remember. She tried to forget about it, but it was always there, lingering in the back of her mind like a mugger. She hated how out of control it made her feel when it took over.




  It’s nothing. You’re just tired and jumpy. Maybe I’m getting sick or even imagined the whole thing. Now let’s get home and get some rest, everything will look different in the morning.




  Chapter 2




  Nick Markov watched the woman speed away and stared out at the traffic. Beautiful woman, with such striking coloring. She had auburn hair and pale green eyes. Lovely. She was the kind of woman he’d keep in bed with him as long as possible in the morning, if only to smell the perfume of her hair. He wished he’d gotten her name.




  It was raining hard again, soaking his t-shirt. He started back to his car, crouching down to pick up the fallen jack. What power he’d sensed in her. But was it real, or had he imagined it? No, it was real. He’d never been wrong about that distant look in the eyes. It always meant something.




  He opened his door and slid onto the vinyl seat, resting the jack in his lap. He placed both hands on it. Vivid images of her danced in his mind. Scenes unfolded of her drinking with friends. Yesterday? Yes. Afterward, scenes of her making love to a man she barely knew. He smiled and shook his head. The scenes cleared.




  He tossed the jack behind his seat. Maybe he’d get the chance to return it to her. He pushed the thought aside. He had more pressing matters than love to worry about right now.




  He took the next turn off the congested highway and turned on the radio. It played a sad, old country song by Willie Nelson. He turned it up. He wondered if the woman knew she had the gift, and how to use it. He doubted it, not many people did. She’d felt so strong she might have more than one gift inside her. Why not? After all, he certainly did.




  Chapter 3




  The accident scene was a mangled mess. The red Pontiac was wedged under a Peterbilt dump truck, its body little more than a twisted bunch of metal. Paramedics tended to a woman on the sidewalk, her face covered in blood.




  Lucifer Tanner pulled up as close to the accident as he could. A young deputy with a buzz cut rushed over to him. “We have a crane on the way,” the cop said breathlessly. “But your agency said you were nearby and you could help.”




  Lucifer looked around. It was about three in the morning and no one was at the scene but some cops and a woman being tended to by paramedics. He assumed her to be the driver of the Pontiac. “Who’s left in the car?”




  The cops face grew somber. “An infant and a two-year old.”




  “What about the driver of the truck?”




  “Parole violator on the run. We have him in custody. He’s fine, of course.”




  Lucifer nodded grimly and approached the truck. He estimated the weight and focused his mind. Closing his eyes, he stilled his thoughts. A few seconds later, the Peterbilt shook like a great beast coming up from the center of the earth. It lifted slowly, causing the Pontiac to give off a metallic groan of relief as the weight was pulled off.




  The Peterbilt floated off to the side of the road and set down in a vacant parking spot. Paramedics rushed forward to the crushed vehicle.




  “Wait!” Lucifer commanded.




  The hysterical screaming of an infant sliced through the night. The mother struggled against the cops trying to get to the ruined car.




  Lucifer felt the car, its jagged edges and torn shards. He had to peel it away from the children without doing them any more harm. He felt his heart slow as he concentrated, keeping his emotions in check. He couldn’t rush this; it was much too dangerous.




  Piece by piece he explored the Pontiac and bent the twisted metal back and away from the children. Each adjustment made the car shriek and groan. When he was confident they were free, he focused on opening the car door. It popped open, falling off to land on the street with an enormous bang.




  The paramedics looked at him expectantly. He nodded and they rushed forward. Lucifer leaned against his Cadillac exhausted. He glanced at the cop who was staring at him like he was the second coming.




  “Don’t talk about this at the station,” Lucifer said. “Okay?”




  The cop grinned and shook his head. They both glanced over as the kids were pulled from the Pontiac. “No one would believe me.”




  They stood in silence for a moment, watching the two-year old awaken and cry after receiving oxygen. The baby seemed to be fine except for a few cuts on her face.




  Lucifer looked at the cop. “You have a cigarette?”




  The cop glanced around and patted his jacket pockets. He pulled a pack of Marlboro reds out and handed one to Lucifer.




  Lucifer took it and lit it, taking a deep drag and holding it in his lungs for a second before exhaling. He really needed to stop cheating and quit these things once and for all.




  The woman approached them, followed by one of the paramedics. She was holding the still crying infant. “Who are you?” she asked.




  Lucifer glanced at the cop next to him. “I’m a cop,” he lied.




  “I’m very grateful even through I don’t understand how you did it.”




  He hated this; he should have left right after he’d finished. He should have forgotten about the cigarette. “You’re welcome,” he said with a shrug.




  Before she could ask him any more questions, he tossed the cigarette down and crushed it out. Nodding to the cop, he got into his car.




  The woman walked back to the ambulance. Lucifer started the car just as the cop knocked on the glass.




  He rolled the window down. “What?”




  “I know you guys don’t like coming out for things like this, but I just wanted to say thanks. This could have turned out really bad.”




  Lucifer looked at the twisted husk of the Pontiac. He couldn’t believe the kids had survived the crash. “I just happed to be nearby.”




  The crane pulled up and the cop walked toward it to tell the driver all the action was over. Lucifer grinned. He watched the ambulance drive off with the mom and kids. He put the car in gear and drove toward his house, looking forward to a drink and a good night’s sleep.




  Chapter 4




  The office was already at work when Lyric came rushing through the front door. She slowed to a walk as she made her way through the office to her cubicle by the copy room. Hoping she hadn’t been spotted coming in late, she turned on her computer and stuffed her purse and sweater in a bottom drawer. Her computer booted up slowly, painstakingly checking all its components to make sure nothing was deleted since last night.




  Lyric sighed and settled into her chair. She bounced a few times wishing the machine would hurry up. She heard a knock on her cubicle wall. Looking up, she spotted Angel, who she affectionately referred to as ‘the Pill’. Angel was the senior secretary and her current supervisor here at Smythdyne Corporation.




  Lyric forced herself to smile. “Hi.”




  Angel didn’t return the smile. Her face remained stern and unforgiving. She resettled her bifocals on her nose and pursed her lips. “Lyric, did the Ready Hand Agency tell you what time we start work here?” she asked.




  Lyric’s gut tightened. “They said around eight or nine.”




  Angel nodded like that had confirmed her worse fears. “We start work at eight-thirty sharp. Do you think you can show up on time tomorrow?”




  “Yes, Angel. I had a little car trouble this morning. Sorry.”




  “Excuses don’t substitute for punctuality, Lyric.”




  Lyric didn’t say a word. She plastered a fake smile on her face and waited for the lecture to end. Her phone rang, but she ignored it.




  Angel pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Will you get that please?” she asked, then she disappeared again.




  Lyric picked up the phone. “Customer service, Lyric speaking.”




  After a tense twenty-minute conversation with an irate distributor, she got up to get herself some coffee. The break room was empty except for the lingering smell of a microwave breakfast. She poured herself a cup and wondered if she was ever going to find a real job. Temping was great for now and helped to pay the bills, but she had no benefits and no future.




  Penny, the bone-thin girl from the cubicle across from hers, rushed in. Her straw blonde hair was sticking up in places, like she’d come in to work straight from bed. She was so skinny her clothes never seemed to fit right. Everything looked too big.




  “Lyric,” she said breathlessly. “Did you forget to forward your phone? It’s been ringing and ringing. Angel is going to have a cow.”




  “Yeah, I think I did,” Lyric said, strolling out of the break room. She came into her cubicle to see Angel on her phone answering customer’s questions. Just great. She’s going to hit the roof. I can’t wait for this hour-long lecture.




  Lyric sat in her chair and put her mug down. She swiveled it back and forth while she waited for Angel to hang up.




  Angel finished her conversation and regarded Lyric like she was an escaped convict. “How many times have I told you to forward your phone to the next person if you’re going to leave your desk?”




  Lyric shrugged. “I don’t know. A couple of times.”




  “Then why do you keep forgetting to do it?”




  “I just forgot. I’m sorry.” She was getting tired of apologizing; this was the second time this morning. It was worse that she didn’t really mean it.




  Angel set her mouth in a grim line. “Perhaps you’re not a good fit for Smythdyne Corporation, Miss Sage. I think you should return to the agency and ask for another assignment.”




  Lyric felt like she’d been freed from slavery. She pushed down a smile and grabbed her things from the drawer. She held out her hand and tried to look disappointed. “Thanks for the opportunity.”




  Angel shook her hand stiffly.




  Lyric bounded out of the office and headed for the mall to spend the last fifty dollars on her MasterCard.




  Chapter 5




  The hearty scent of cooking meat and pepper filled the kitchen. Lucifer waved at the smoke hissing from the frying pan and tossed a wary glance at the smoke detector nearby. He leaned against the stove and poked his fork into the rare center, flipping his steak one last time. He removed the pan and placed it on the granite countertop next to the sink. As he fished in a drawer for a knife, his cell phone rang.




  “Tanner,” he said, as he pulled the steak onto a white plate. Blood and grease pooled under the meat. He carried it over to the dining room table and took a seat. The table was small and round, perfect for a one-person meal. He had a lot of those.




  “It’s Hank,” came the familiar voice over the phone. “I’ve got one for you.”




  Lucifer frowned. What is so important that it couldn’t wait until tomorrow? Doesn’t he ever check the schedule? Ever since he’d accepted the position of Chief of Special Operations Midnight Underground, he hadn’t had a moment’s peace from Deputy Director Hank Samstag.




  “Is this like the last one you had for me?” He glanced at the plastic ketchup bottle on the counter and it floated over and rested in front of his plate. He squirted some onto his meat and smoothed it out with a knife.




  “No,” Hank said. “This one’s different.”




  Lucifer cut a generous piece of steak and chewed. “How different?” He pulled his long black hair back into a ponytail. “What score did he get?”




  “She got a perfect two hundred.”




  Lucifer stopped chewing his steak. He swallowed. He couldn’t have heard that right. He pushed the plate back a little. No one had ever scored that high. He must have heard Hank wrong. “What was that?”




  “I said she scored a perfect two hundred.”




  “Who is she?”




  “A new applicant for Intelligence Specialist,” Hank said. Lucifer heard him shuffling papers. “Recent grad, twenty-five, currently working for a temp firm. She also applied for an analyst position as her second choice.” There was a long pause on the phone as Hank waited for Lucifer’s comment. “What’s the matter? Can’t believe she got a perfect two hundred?”




  Lucifer gave a curt laugh. No, I can’t. They had to have made a mistake. “Well,” he said, “you’d better check your equipment again because that can’t be right.”




  “Come to the office in the morning and manually check it yourself,” Hank said, sounding annoyed. He hated being questioned.




  “Send me the score card by e-mail,” Lucifer said, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his temples. “I’ll be able to tell from that.”




  Hank hung up on him.




  Lucifer went to the minibar and poured himself a scotch. Sipping it, he sat down at his computer and waited for the file to arrive. They must have made a scoring error. He’d never even heard of anyone scoring that high. The file arrived in his inbox a moment later and he opened it.




  After examining it for several minutes, he sat back and exhaled a long breath through his nose. Hank was right; everything seemed to be correct. He needed to meet this girl.




  He picked up his cell phone from the table and speed-dialed Hank’s number. Hank answered on the first ring.




  “Well?” he said a note of triumph in his voice.




  “I need to meet this girl,” Lucifer said, still studying the score sheet for errors.




  Hank chuckled. “I knew you’d say that. I’ve got some FBI agents paying her a visit in the morning. I’ll get her in to see you as soon as possible.”




  Lucifer grunted his agreement. He turned the computer monitor off.




  “You’re welcome,” Hank prompted.




  Lucifer hung up on him.




  Chapter 6




  She was late for the interview.




  Lyric scrambled around her apartment looking for her keys. I need to stop tossing them in different places when I come home. She raced over to the tattered blue sofa and pulled all the cushions off. Not a sign of them.




  The doorbell rang.




  Perfect.




  Without replacing the cushions, she went to the door and looked through the peephole. Two men in dark gray suits stood outside. One was tall and thin with a thick mustache, and the other was short and balding. They looked like cops and she racked her thoughts trying to remember if there was anything she should be worried about.




  “Who is it?” she shouted through the door.




  “FBI, ma’am,” the shorter of the two said. “We’re here to discuss your application for the NSA.”




  Lyric chewed her lip. A personal visit from the FBI could mean something really good, or really bad. She opened the door and gestured for them to enter.




  The two men came in. “This is Agent Meyers,” the shorter one said, pointing to his companion, “and I’m Agent Lister.” Lyric shook hands with them, hoping they wouldn’t notice her sweaty palms. They glanced at the sofa.




  She smiled at them sheepishly. “Sorry,” she said, tossing the cushions back onto the sofa. “I was just getting ready for a job interview and I thought maybe my keys were…” She stopped talking. They didn’t seem interested in how the sofa played a role in her exit plan.
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