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			Pete and Myka watched as, one by one, members of the audience came forward to experience Princess Nefertiti’s healing touch.


			The football player, suffering from a potentially career-ending knee injury, tossed away his crutches. Disfiguring scars and burns faded away. Wheelchairs and walkers were abandoned. Pained expressions gave way to tears of joy.


			Okay, Pete thought, consider me impressed.


			The old lady with Parkinson’s was finally getting her turn on the stage. “Let this gentle woman be healed,” Nefertiti proclaimed as she laid her hands on the shaking senior citizen. Pete couldn’t be sure, but he thought the healer’s voice sounded slightly weaker than before. Dmitri, doing double duty as Nefertiti’s assistant, stood close by. “Take away her trembling.”


			Cobalt sparks flashed, jolting the elderly woman. Dmitri caught her before she crumpled onto the stage.


			Nefertiti seemed to need an assist as well. She tottered unsteadily on her feet. She was breathing hard. Sweat beaded her brow. She coughed and clutched her chest.


			“Looks like all this healing is taking its toll,” Myka observed. “A side effect of the artifact?”


			“Probably,” Pete guessed. There was almost always a cost to using an artifact. That was a big reason they needed to be taken out of circulation. He’d seen too many people get into serious trouble because they thought they could control an artifact’s powers.


			Like Princess Nefertiti?
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				CHAPTER


				1


				CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA


				“Okay, I’m getting a seriously bad vibe here.”


				The Museum of Piracy was a cheesy waterfront tourist

					attraction designed to separate visitors from their hard-earned vacation

					dollars. It was well past closing time, however, and Pete Lattimer appeared to

					have the place to himself. A rugged, brown-haired ex-Marine in his midthirties,

					dressed casually in a dark sports jacket and slacks, he muttered to himself as

					he navigated quietly down a darkened corridor. The beam of his flashlight swept

					over the museum’s various displays and decorations. A wooden steering wheel,

					salvaged from an old shipwreck, was mounted on one wall, next to a tattered

					black flag bearing the Jolly Roger. Pieces of eight were locked away under

					glass. A diorama depicted swarms of miniature buccaneers boarding a scale-model

					replica of a Spanish galleon. Informational plaques accompanied each exhibit.

					The nautical clutter made the place seem like a cross between a seafood

					restaurant and, well, a certain overstuffed Warehouse many hundreds of miles

					from here. . . .


				His gaze darted from display to display, his alert

					brown eyes searching. None of these artifacts was the one he was looking

					for.


				So why were the hairs on the back of his neck

					standing up?


				Pete kept his guard up. He had a sixth sense when it

					came to trouble, and painful experience had taught him never to ignore his

					instincts. Paying attention to his “vibes” had served him well as a Secret

					Service agent, protecting the president. It was even more important now.


				He hoped Myka was being careful too. What was keeping

					her anyway? In theory, his partner was checking out the upper levels of the

					museum while he explored the ground floor, but she should have caught up with

					him by now. They had split up to cover more ground quickly, but maybe that had

					been a mistake? He was used to Myka watching his back.


				He listened for any sounds or disturbances coming

					from upstairs, but heard only the low hum of the air-conditioning. For a second

					he considered checking on Myka by phone, but decided it was probably too soon to

					worry about her absence. Myka was a pro; she could take care of herself. Chances

					were, she was just being thorough. Her keen attention to detail was what had

					made her such a great Secret Service agent—before they were both reassigned to

					other duties.


				One of the “perks” of those duties? Having to prowl

					an empty museum in the middle of the night, in search of something that might or

					might not be here. And that could just get them killed.


				What the heck, he

					thought. It beats a desk job.


				An old woodcut illustration, enlarged and mounted on

					the wall, depicted a public execution. Pete winced at the sight of captured

					pirates dangling from the gallows before a jeering crowd. A caption informed him

					that the mass hanging had taken place right here in Charleston, back around

					1718. Just looking at the illustration made Pete’s neck hurt. His free hand went

					instinctively to his throat. He gulped.


				Did they have to keep

					this place so dark after closing?


				The grisly atmosphere was giving him the creeps. He

					quickened his pace, anxious to find the elusive artifact. Enough with the

					sightseeing. All he wanted to do now was snag it, bag it, tag it, and get out of

					here.


				“Yeah, we should be so lucky,” he muttered.


				A black velvet curtain closed off the entrance to an

					adjacent wing. Ornate gold-painted letters above the threshold guided visitors

					toward the Hall of Infamy, while a smaller sign, dangling from a chain across

					the doorway, apologized that the exhibit was currently closed for renovations.

					He approached the curtain anyway. That tingly feeling was getting stronger.


				Figures, he thought.

					The next stop on his tour of the museum would have to be something called the

					Hall of Infamy. How come Artie never sends us to

						All-You-Can-Eat Cookies instead?


				Still, duty called. Pete took a deep breath,

					then unhooked the chain blocking the way. Drawing back the curtain, he stepped

					cautiously into the hall, which turned out to be a wax museum honoring the most

					notorious pirates of fact and fiction. Blackbeard, Captain Kidd, Black Bart,

					Long John Silver, Captain Hook, Jean Lafitte, and about a dozen other legendary

					cutthroats and marauders were posed along both sides of a long, carpeted

					hallway, their molded features leering at Pete as he made his way down the

					carpet, past the still and silent buccaneers. Glass eyes and bloodstained

					cutlasses reflected the glow of the flashlight. Red fiber-optic fuses infested

					Blackbeard’s bushy whiskers. A stuffed parrot perched atop Silver’s shoulder.

					Treasure chests, cannonballs, anchors, and other props added to the maritime

					decor. Pete felt like he was running some sort of nautical gauntlet—or maybe

					walking the plank.


				Yo, ho, ho, he thought

					wryly. I’ll pass on the bottle of rum.


				Doing his best to ignore the sinister figures, he

					finally stumbled onto his destination: a life-size replica of Charleston’s most

					scandalous daughter: Anne Bonny.


				The celebrated female pirate occupied a place of

					honor at the end of the hall. A tricorn hat topped a mane of wild red hair. A

					man’s blue frock coat, a striped shirt, and canvas trousers failed to conceal

					her shapely figure. A red silk cravat, knotted around her neck, added a touch of

					color to her ensemble. A flintlock pistol was tucked into her belt. Striking

					green eyes gleamed with bloodlust and avarice. Her crimson lips were curled in a

					sneer.


				“Hello, Annie,” Pete whispered. He recognized her

					from Artie’s briefing back at the Warehouse. The real Anne Bonny had been a

					bored young wife who had run off to sea to pursue a life of piracy nearly three

					hundred years ago. Along with her lover, “Calico” Jack Rackham, she had

					terrorized the Caribbean before being captured by the British navy way back in

					1720. Legend had it that she had fought like a hellcat to the very end. Looking

					at her fierce expression, Pete could believe it.


				He lifted his gaze. Anne’s right arm was raised high,

					the better to deliver a fatal blow to the unlucky seaman cowering at her feet.

					There was just one problem: her wax fingers were empty. The bloody cutlass was

					missing.


				Crap, Pete thought.

						That isn’t good.


				All of a sudden, his goose bumps had goose bumps.


				“Where is the trader of

						London town? His gold’s on the capstan, his blood’s on his gown.” A

					singsong voice, carrying an old sea chantey, issued from the shadows surrounding

					Pete. “And it’s up and away for St. Mary’s Bay, where

						the liquor is good and the laddies are gay. . . .”


				What the heck? He spun around, searching for the

					source of the lilting voice, which echoed eerily off the walls of the spooky wax

					museum. His flashlight probed the darkness but could not immediately locate the

					unseen singer amidst the looming wax pirates. The chantey seemed to come from

					nowhere and everywhere at the same time.


				“Farewell to Port Royal, the

						stink and the crowds. There’s blood in the scuppers and wind in the

						shrouds. . . .”


				“Hello? Is someone there?”


				He reached instinctively for his Tesla gun, only to

					remember that it was Myka’s turn to carry the high-tech sidearm. All he had was

					an ordinary semiautomatic. Damn.


				“Myka? I could use a little help here?”


				His vibe detector was on high alert. He could

					practically feel hostile eyes scoping him out. Chills ran up and down his spine

					like an express elevator. His gut twisted itself into knots. Adrenaline primed

					him for action.


				And none too soon. A rustling sound behind him

					alerted him to danger, and he dived for safety even as a dimly glimpsed figure

					charged from between a wax pirate and his booty. A gleaming cutlass sliced

					through the empty space Pete’s head had occupied only seconds before. He rolled

					across the carpet and sprang to his feet just in time to see the polished steel

					blade connect with a waxworks version of Calico Jack instead.


				Whoosh! In a blur of motion, the cutlass appeared to

					deliver fifty blows with a single swing. The air sounded like it was being

					churned up by a blender. One minute, Jack Rackham was striking a dashing pose in

					his brightly colored calico vest, the very picture of a rakish pirate captain; a

					second later the unlucky statue had been reduced to nothing more than a pile of

					shredded fabric and wax shavings. Paper-thin flakes wafted down onto the carpet.

					A glass eye rolled across the floor.


				“Whoa!” Pete exclaimed. He scrambled backward,

					bumping into a rusty iron cannon. The beam of his flashlight swung upward,

					exposing his attacker: a blond woman clutching Anne Bonny’s missing cutlass. He

					recognized her as Lainie Evers, a tour guide who worked at the museum. He and

					Myka had met her briefly when they were casing the place earlier today.


				The formerly helpful guide was still dressed for

					work, looking like a theme-park version of a stylish female pirate. A plastic

					name badge was pinned to a ruffled white blouse. A laced red corset cinched her

					waist, above a black skirt and knee-high boots. A skull-and-crossbones motif was

					printed on the skirt. More like a Halloween costume than authentic pirate garb,

					in other words.


				The cutlass, on the other hand, was the real

					deal.


				Snarling, Lainie wheeled around to confront

					Pete, who put the cannon between himself and the sword-wielding guide. Crazed

					eyes and contorted features mimicked Anne Bonny’s savage expression. She spit

					venomously at Pete.


				“Fight like a man, you scurvy rogue, or die like a

					dog!”


				Wow, Pete thought.

						Somebody’s swash is buckled a little too

						tightly.


				The cutlass was obviously messing with her head. As

					Pete knew too well, certain historical artifacts could become imbued with

					powerful tangential energies stemming from past owners and events—with bizarre,

					unpredictable results. Pete had hoped that he and Myka could get their hands on

					the cutlass before it stirred up any trouble, but clearly their timing sucked.

					The sword already had Lainie in its spell.


				“Hey! Unshiver your timbers, lady!” He tried to talk

					her down. “You’re not thinking straight. . . .”


				“Belay that! A short life and a merry one, I

					say. Especially for you!”


				She lunged at Pete, hacking wildly. The

					flashing cutlass struck sparks off the cannon as he ducked away from the

					multiplying blows. “Not really feeling the merry right now.” He reached again

					for his gun, but reconsidered. Lainie was an innocent victim here; she wasn’t

					herself. No way did he want to resort to deadly force.


				Too bad she didn’t feel the same way.


				“Stand still, you villainous cur. Or I’ll slip ye the

					Black Spot!”


				Uh-huh, he thought.

						Not going to happen.


				Dousing his flashlight, he retreated from the

					possessed guide, trying to blend in with Captain Kidd and the others. By now his

					eyes had partially adjusted to the dark, and he could dimly make out Lainie

					stalking up and down the red carpet, cursing profanely in a manner that would

					have seared the tender ears of any grade-school kids visiting the museum on a

					field trip. Pete assumed she didn’t use that sort of language during business

					hours.


				She slashed at the air, slicing it to ribbons.

					Whistling repeatedly with every swipe, the cutlass keened like a chorus of dying

					men. No doubt it had claimed the lives of many sailors during Anne Bonny’s

					bloody heyday. Pete considered his options. Reasoning with Lainie appeared to be

					a lost cause; the cutlass’s influence was too strong. He needed to get the sword

					out of her grip—and vice versa.


				Ideally without getting turned into confetti in the

					process.


				Moving as stealthily as he could, he circled behind

					her. Decorative cables and anchors threatened to trip him up, but he somehow

					managed to skirt around the edges of the exhibit without knocking anything over

					or getting tangled in the mock rigging. Creeping out from behind a painted

					wooden figurehead in the likeness of a busty mermaid, he snuck up behind Lainie,

					hefting his flashlight like a bludgeon. His eyes zeroed in on the back of her

					skull. All he needed to do was knock her out long enough to separate her from

					the cutlass and neutralize it. With any luck, she wouldn’t remember any of

					this.


				Lainie was only a few paces ahead of him. Her blond

					hair was tied back in a pigtail. He raised the flashlight.


				Sorry ’bout this, he

					thought in advance. The aspirin’s on me.


				Before he could make his move, however, a harsh

					electronic buzz emanated from his jacket’s inner pocket. Pete felt the

					Farnsworth vibrate insistently—at the worst possible moment.


				Not now, Artie!


				But it was already too late. The jarring signal

					alerted Lainie, who whirled about, swinging the cutlass in a deadly arc. Pete

					threw himself backward barely in time to avoid getting disemboweled. The tip of

					the blade shredded the front of his shirt, sending threads and buttons flying,

					but just missing the skin underneath. The close call sent his heart racing.

					Ignoring the persistent buzzing from his pocket, he took cover behind the carved

					wooden mermaid. He glanced down at the tattered fabric in shock. “Hey,” he

					protested. “I liked that shirt!”


				Lainie didn’t care.


				“Avast, ye filthy bilge rat! I’ll feed your salty

					guts to the sharks!”


				She came at him with a vengeance. The cutlass

					hacked away at the figurehead like a chain saw in disguise. Wood chips and

					splinters pelted Pete’s face. The makeshift barricade was being whittled away

					right before his eyes. In seconds, there would be nothing left of the mermaid

					but a toothpick. He backed into the wall behind him. Lainie had him

					cornered.


				He reached for his gun. Could he really bring himself

					to shoot an innocent victim?


				“Sorry. That’s my partner you’re trying to turn into

					fish food,” a familiar voice called out from the opposite end of the hall. Myka

					Bering appeared in the doorway. The tall brunette aimed an exotic-looking

					handgun at Lainie. The weapon looked like something from an earlier century, all

					polished brass and crystal, in contrast to her black blazer and slacks. Copper

					coils and batteries glowed inside its transparent barrel. Miniature gauges

					monitored its charge. Myka’s stern tone made it clear that she meant business.

					“Feeding time is over. Hand over the cutlass.”


				“Never! I’ll send ye down to Davy Jones’s locker

					’fore I surrender me blade, you poxy wench!”


				Waving her cutlass, Lainie charged at Myka.

					Pete opened his mouth to warn his partner of the sword’s rapid-fire capacity,

					but he needn’t have bothered. A bolt of crackling blue electricity shot from the

					muzzle of the pistol, which had been designed and built by Nikola Tesla over

					seventy years ago. The galvanic blast stopped Lainie in her tracks. She

					stiffened in shock, her hair standing on end, toppling backward onto the carpet.

					The cutlass slipped from her grip.


				Myka hurried forward and kicked the sword away from

					Lainie’s limp fingers. She scowled at the prone tour guide.


				“First off,” she said, “I know exactly where Davy

					Jones’s locker is, and it’s nowhere near the bottom of the ocean.” She nudged

					Lainie with her toe to make sure she was down for the count. “Second, don’t call

					me a wench.”


				Pete emerged from behind what was left of the

					mermaid. “Duly noted.”


				Myka eyed her partner with amusement. She was

					an attractive woman, only a few years younger than Pete, with curly auburn hair

					and dark brown eyes. She lowered the Tesla gun. Now that the immediate threat

					was over, her voice adopted a more teasing tone.


				“‘Bilge rat’?”


				“Don’t start.” Pete brushed sawdust from his face and

					clothes. “What took you so long?”


				“I stumbled onto a security guard upstairs. He was

					lying on the floor in the Sunken Treasure exhibit.” She glanced at Lainie’s

					unconscious form. “Our Anne Bonny wannabe here had got to him first.”


				“Eww.” Pete imagined what the supercharged cutlass

					could do to a person. He grimaced at the grisly images flashing across his mind.

					“Was he . . . ?”


				He pantomimed a chopping motion with his hand.


				“What? No, no,” Myka assured him. “He was just out

					cold. I figure he interrupted Lainie on her way to the cutlass.”


				Pete was glad to hear it. Sweeping up shredded

					security guard was nobody’s idea of a good time. “Why do you think the cutlass

					latched onto her?”


				“Proximity? Aptitude?” Myka shrugged. “Maybe she just

					spent too much time around the sword, and eventually it started invading her

					psyche? You know how it works. Sometimes artifacts can lie dormant for years

					before the right person—or the wrong one—comes into contact with them. Lainie

					probably just clicked with the cutlass for some weird metaphysical reason. After

					a while, she couldn’t resist stealing it from the exhibit.”


				“And we all saw how well that worked out for her.”

					Pete decided that he could skip any new pirate movies from now on. He nodded at

					the cutlass. “Let’s neutralize this bad boy before Johnny Depp gets his hands on

					it.”


				“Better late than never,” she agreed. “You care to do

					the honors?”


				“Why not?”


				Carefully following procedure, the agents donned

					specially treated purple latex gloves before handling the artifact. The last

					thing they wanted was for one of them to become possessed by the cutlass. Pete

					plucked the short, broad blade from the floor while Myka unfolded a lightweight

					metallic-silver evidence bag large enough to contain the cutlass. A small

					quantity of viscous purple fluid sloshed inside the bag; the concentrated “goo”

					could temporarily neutralize the arcane energies in certain artifacts. She held

					the bag open.


				“All set?” Pete asked. He held the cutlass

					gingerly over the bag like it was radioactive.


				Myka nodded. “Ready when you are.”


				“Okay. Watch your eyes.”


				Pete dropped the cutlass into the bag, then

					hastily looked away. A fountain of incandescent golden sparks erupted from the

					bag as the energized cutlass reacted with the goo. The pyrotechnic display faded

					quickly, but the flash was still bright enough to make Pete’s eyes water.

					Glowing blue dots danced briefly in his field of vision. Myka was blinking

					too.


				Wow, he thought. That was a bright one.


				The sparks were a good sign, though. They meant that

					the cutlass really was the artifact they were looking for. An ordinary sword,

					with no supernatural properties, would not have triggered the reaction. Myka

					sealed the bag for safekeeping. In theory, the goo would keep the cutlass quiet

					on the way back to the Warehouse.


				Pete’s jacket buzzed again. Artie obviously wanted an

					update.


				“You going to answer that?” Myka asked.


				“Yeah. Hang on.” He fished the insistent device

					from his pocket. Resembling an old-fashioned cigarette case, the Farnsworth was

					encased in a burnished bronze lozenge. He flipped open the lid to reveal a

					convex glass screen above a number of antique-looking knobs and dials. A video

					cell phone, the gadget was based on a prototype developed by Philo Farnsworth,

					the inventor of television, one weekend back in 1929. Completely off the grid of

					more conventional telecommunications networks, the Farnsworth provided the most

					secure line known to the Warehouse and its agents. Pete and Myka shared a single

					Farnsworth. A red light flashed in sync with the buzzing. Pete flicked a switch

					to accept the call. “Hi, Artie.”


				Preceded by a burst of static, the face of a grizzled

					older man appeared on the miniature TV screen. Bushy black eyebrows that looked

					like they were on steroids bristled above a pair of horn-rimmed glasses. Gray

					hairs infiltrated his frizzy black hair and beard. Artie Nielsen shoved his face

					forward. A fish-eye lens distorted the black-and-white image slightly, giving it

					the look of a funhouse mirror. A brusque voice emanated from the Farnsworth.


				“Did you get it?”


				“We’re fine, thanks for asking,” Pete replied. Artie

					could get a bit curmudgeonly where bagging artifacts was concerned. After being

					cooped up in the Warehouse for nearly four decades, his phone manners had grown

					rusty. “But, yep, we got it.”


				“Thank goodness.” Artie sighed in relief. He relaxed

					visibly. “Run into any problems?”


				Pete glanced around at the trashed museum. Calico

					Jack was nothing but shavings. The figurehead was kindling. Lainie Evers was

					sprawled upon the floor. Pete’s best shirt hung in tatters, exposing his hairy

					chest. He carefully angled the Farnsworth so that his ventilated clothing was

					not visible.


				“Nah,” he answered. “Just the usual.”


				The funny thing was, he wasn’t lying. Compared to

					some of their investigations, this had been a walk in the park. Nobody had blown

					up, spontaneously combusted, imploded, turned into glass, walked through walls,

					gone invisible, or been transported to another dimension. That kind of thing

					could really spoil your day. Chances were, Lainie Evers wouldn’t even remember

					what had happened here tonight. The Tesla tended to scramble people’s short-term

					memories.


				“Good.” Artie didn’t ask for details. He’d

					review their reports later. “Now get that cutlass back here as soon as you can.

					But by coach, remember. Not first class. The Regents are on my case about the

					budget.”


				Pete bit his lip. You’d think a top-secret

					organization whose origins stretched back to antiquity wouldn’t hold on to its

					purse strings quite so tightly, but by now he was used to Artie’s chronic

					frugality. Coach it was. Pete’s long legs cramped in anticipation.


				Maybe there would be a good in-flight movie?


				“Okay, Artie. See you soon. Say hello to Claudia and

					Leena for me.”


				“You can do that yourself, once you deliver

					that cutlass.”


				The transmission cut off abruptly. Pete put away the

					Farnsworth and took the silver bag off Myka’s hands. The cutlass weighed it

					down. A gust of air-conditioning rustled the sliced-up shirt. He picked at the

					butchered fabric. “Aw, man . . .”


				Myka smirked. “Maybe we can find you a souvenir

					T-shirt in the gift shop. Perhaps one with Anne Bonny on it?”


				“Very funny,” Pete said. “Next time, you search the Hall of Infamy.”


				Myka let him vent. “Deal.”


			


		


	

		

			

				CHAPTER


				2


				THE BADLANDS, SOUTH DAKOTA


				Once a vast prehistoric ocean had covered the Great

					Plains, but that had dried up long before anyone was around to watch it

					gradually evolve into desert. Now the desolate scenery resembled a barren lunar

					landscape. Erosion had carved out thousands of acres of craggy hills, canyons,

					and cliffs. Gnarled rock formations cast weird, unearthly shadows upon the arid

					soil. Streaks of diversely colored stone laid bare the geologic history of the

					region, with each distinctive shade and hue serving as petrified evidence of a

					bygone era. Yucca, juniper, and other desert flora stubbornly set down roots.

					Patches of grass sprouted here and there. The Sioux Indians had named this place

						mako sica, or “bad land.”


				Warehouse 13 called it home.


				It had taken Myka a while to appreciate the unique

					natural beauty of the Badlands. When she had first been reassigned here two

					years ago, she couldn’t believe that she had been banished to some godforsaken

					wasteland in the middle of nowhere. But over time she had come to find the

					endless ochre hills and valleys both grand and comforting. She relaxed into the

					passenger seat of a black SUV as she and Pete drove past the familiar landmarks.

					It had been a long trip, but soon they—and Anne Bonny’s cutlass—would be back

					where they belonged.


				“Here we are,” Pete said from behind the wheel. “Home

					sweet home.”


				Warehouse 13 was located at the end of a long dirt

					road past several swinging metal gates. An enormous hangar-like structure built

					into the base of a secluded hillside, it had the entire valley to itself. No

					other buildings were in sight. The nearest town was miles away and didn’t even

					have a name. No signs or markers pointed to the Warehouse. Even if you knew it

					existed, you might have trouble finding it.


				Which was the whole idea.


				Several stories high, the Warehouse’s rusty façade

					loomed over the desert. Riveted steel plates, deceptively dilapidated in

					appearance, guarded its contents. Iron beams and girders, anchored by sturdy

					concrete foundations, buttressed the towering walls. Satellite disks pulled down

					data from the heavens. Angled tin roofs gave the building a roughly triangular

					shape, but what you saw from outside was only the tip of the iceberg. The

					Warehouse extended deep into the hills as well as several levels beneath the

					ground. Myka had worked here for nearly two years now, but she still had trouble

					grasping just how big the Warehouse really was. You could fit the Javits Center,

					the Louvre, and the entire Smithsonian inside the building and still have acres

					of room to spare. There were entire levels, galleries, and annexes she had yet

					to explore.


				She wondered where exactly the cutlass would

					end up.


				A cherry-red Jaguar roadster and a vintage El

					Camino pickup truck were parked in front of the Warehouse. “Looks like

					everybody’s home,” Pete observed. Braking to a stop beside the other cars, he

					killed the engine. His stomach grumbled audibly. “You think Artie’s made

					cookies?”


				“I wouldn’t be at all surprised.” Myka smiled

					at her partner. Pete’s appetite was practically supernatural in its own right.

					“Remind me again how you keep your girlish figure?”


				“Clean living, what else? Plus, lots of running for

					my life.”


				They stepped out of the car into the blinding glare

					of a hot August afternoon. The scorching heat came as a shock after the

					air-conditioned comfort of the car. Sunlight reflected off the Warehouse’s

					tarnished metal walls. Myka was grateful for her tinted sunglasses, which were a

					necessity in this part of the country. It felt good to stretch her legs.


				A solitary cow, grazing on a measly patch of grass,

					lowed in welcome. A hot breeze carried with it the distinctive aroma of a large

					heap of manure piled high a few yards away. Myka had once mistaken the heap for

					a small hill. She hadn’t made that mistake again.


				“Right back at you,” Pete addressed the cow. He

					retrieved the cutlass, still securely bagged, from the rear of the SUV.


				They approached the Warehouse. The front door was the

					same rusty metal color as the oxidized steel sheets around it, so that it

					blended in almost as though camouflaged. Myka clicked a button on a compact

					handheld remote. Ancient hinges creaked as it swung open.


				“After you,” Pete said.


				Myka strolled inside. Compared to the Warehouse’s

					weather-beaten façade, the sterile white umbilicus looked like something

					designed by NASA. A flexible metal tube, barely wide enough to allow two people

					to pass through side by side, accordioned ahead of her for fifty yards or so.

					Fluorescent lights lit up the tunnel, which wobbled slightly beneath their tread

					like an enormous slinky. Explosive charges, mounted at both ends of the

					umbilicus, could be detonated if the Warehouse needed to be sealed off in a

					hurry. Myka wished the bombs weren’t quite so visible. She had already seen them

					in action once. She knew how much firepower they packed.


				Thank heavens nobody had died the last time the bombs

					went off. At least, not permanently.


				The tube led to a locked white door. A metal

					box was attached to the wall next to the door. She opened its lid to expose a

					glowing blue retinal scanner. Myka positioned her right eye in front of the

					scanner. By now, the elaborate security measures were second nature to her.


				An electronic chip confirmed that she was indeed

					herself. The door swung open.


				“We’re back,” she called out.


				Beyond the umbilicus was a cluttered office

					that resembled a cross between a musty old antique shop and the back room of a

					museum. Wooden file cabinets, shelves, and bookcases were crammed against the

					exposed brickwork. A bulletin board was covered with tacked-up index cards,

					photos, and newspaper clippings. A pull-down map of the world occupied one wall,

					not far from an antique harpsichord. Overstuffed shelves and display cases

					sagged beneath the weight of various exotic relics and curios, including a

					Viking helmet, a fossilized dinosaur skull, a crystal ball, a gold record, a

					vintage Roy Rogers lunch box, a bedpan, and a monkey’s paw. A suit of armor,

					that had once belonged to Richard the Lion-Hearted, stood guard in a corner. A

					news ticker, like the one in Times Square, offered an endlessly scrolling update

					on world events. Hanging lamps cast a warm glow over the office. A ratty Persian

					rug protected the floor. Shuttered windows at the far end of the office blocked

					her view of the mezzanine beyond, which looked out over the main floor of the

					Warehouse. A spiral staircase led to Artie’s private quarters one floor up.

					Paperwork was piled high on the desks, which boasted a jarring mixture of

					high-tech computer screens and antiquated, retro-looking keypads. A souvenir

					snow globe was being used as a paperweight. Frost coated the outside of the

					globe. A micro-blizzard swirled inside it.


				Myka barely noticed the eclectic decor, which was old

					hat to her. She looked instead to see who was waiting for her. Her smile widened

					as she saw that the whole gang was present.


				“Hey! America’s best-kept secret agents return!”

					Claudia Donovan sprang from an upholstered wingback chair, nearly spilling her

					laptop onto the floor. The teenage whiz kid was ten years younger than Myka, as

					evidenced by her funkier attire and style. Bobbed red hair was accented by a

					dyed blue swoop. A vintage biker vest was layered over her blue tank top.

					Novelty pins and buttons added flair to the vest. Her slim legs were tucked into

					a pair of skinny black jeans. She carelessly tossed the laptop onto the chair

					before rushing over to greet Myka. “What’s up, girlfriend? How was ye olde

					pirate museum?”


				“The staff was a little overly enthusiastic, but

					nothing we couldn’t handle.” Myka grinned back at Claudia before addressing the

					rest of her colleagues. “Hi, Leena, Artie.”


				“Welcome back.” A slender young woman turned away

					from the card catalog, where she had been re-alphabetizing the files. A floral

					sun dress flattered her figure. A voluminous head of frizzy brown hair crowned

					her like a halo. Smooth skin was the color of caramel. Quieter and more composed

					than Claudia, she radiated a certain otherworldly serenity. Knowing brown eyes

					squinted at Myka, seeing more than just her physical appearance. “You look

					well,” Leena said. “You, too, Pete.”


				“Just glad to be back.” He followed Myka into

					the office, lugging the silver containment bag. The door clicked shut behind

					him. “Anybody order a bona fide pirate pigsticker?”


				“Is that it?” Artie asked urgently. The grizzled

					agent looked up from his desk, which was strewn with index cards and yellow

					legal pads. A tan corduroy jacket was draped over his short, stocky frame. His

					rumpled black shirt needed ironing. His feet, in well-worn sneakers, rested flat

					on the floor. Behind the thick lenses of his glasses, shrewd brown eyes lit up

					like those of a kid in a candy store. “Was it damaged in any way?”


				Ideally, they preferred to deliver the artifacts to

					the Warehouse in one piece, but, sadly, that wasn’t always possible. More than

					once, they’d had to sacrifice some precious historical relic in order to save

					innocent lives. Fortunately, that hadn’t been the case this time around.


				“It’s fine,” Pete assured him. “See for

					yourself.”


				He cleared off a space on the desk, then unsealed the

					bag. The cutlass spilled onto the desk, landing with a thud on the clear glass

					desktop. Leena, Claudia, and Artie moved in for a closer look.


				“Anne Bonny’s cutlass,” Artie whispered in a hushed

					tone. “We’ve been looking for this ever since Anne escaped the gallows back in

					1720 by pleading her belly—”


				“Come again?” Claudia interrupted. “Pleading her

					whatsit?”


				“She was pregnant,” Myka translated. She had read all

					about Anne’s infamous career while growing up in her father’s bookstore. “With

					Calico Jack’s child. The court delayed her execution until the baby could be

					born.”


				Claudia smirked. “That’s one way to beat the rap, I

					guess. Better knocked-up than hung.”


				“Yeah,” Pete added. “But your reprieve is only good

					for nine months, tops.”


				“As far as we know, the execution never took place,”

					Artie said, picking up the story. “Some say her father, a wealthy merchant,

					managed to buy her freedom. Anne, her baby, and the cutlass all disappeared from

					history . . . until now.”


				He gazed reverently at the sword. For all its

					insidious properties, the cutlass was a genuine piece of history. Myka couldn’t

					blame Artie for being excited to add it to the Warehouse’s collection at last.

					He was a natural-born curator and historian, which made him the ideal person to

					manage Warehouse 13. Nobody knew the value of the artifacts, and just how much

					havoc they could cause, better than Artie Nielsen. He had devoted the better

					part of his adult life to the vital work of tracking down every weird and

					unnatural object that threatened to ruin the world’s day.


				The first Warehouse had been established by

					order of Alexander the Great, way back in the Bronze Age. Even then, it had been

					obvious that certain potent relics and talismans were too dangerous and

					unpredictable to be at large in the world; better for all concerned that they be

					kept locked away until such time, if ever, that their mysterious attributes

					could be fully understood and controlled. Subsequent Warehouses, in ancient

					Egypt, Rome, Mongolia, and elsewhere, had continued Alexander’s work, hiding

					their preternatural prizes from those who might abuse their power. The current

					Warehouse, number thirteen, had gone into operation back in 1914. Thomas Edison,

					Nikola Tesla, and M. C. Escher had all contributed to its design. Artie himself

					had been recruited as an agent over forty years ago. By Warehouse standards,

					that was a remarkably long run. Most never lasted that

					long. . . .


				Leena viewed the cutlass with distaste. “It has a

					very violent aura.” She shivered and hugged herself. “Perhaps it belongs in the

					Dark Vault?”


				The Dark Vault was the Warehouse’s own Hall of

					Infamy, where the most sinister and dangerous artifacts were kept. Like an Aztec

					bloodstone, or Sylvia Plath’s typewriter. The latter had nearly drained Pete’s

					will to live last year. Anne Bonny’s cutlass would fit right in.


				Artie wasn’t so sure. “I don’t know. Pretty much all

					the artifacts are dangerous to some extent, or they wouldn’t be here. And we

					can’t keep everything in the Dark Vault. There

					are budget issues. Do you know how much it costs to maintain those

					high-intensity neutralizing fields?”


				“More than our lives?” Myka asked.


				“Let’s try it out in the main collection first,”

					Artie decided. “If it acts up, we can always move it to a more secure location

					later.”


				Leena frowned, but did not argue the point.


				Neither did Myka. She was too tired to discuss

					it further. It had been a long trip.


				Which Claudia wanted to hear all about.


				“C’mon, dudes. Spill.” She bounced around them like a

					hyperactive elf. “How was your latest road trip? Artie’s had me cooped up here

					for days now, double-checking the inventory. I’m going stir-crazy.”


				“Maintaining an accurate inventory is vitally

					important,” Artie began. “We’ve all seen what can happen when an artifact goes

					astray. . . .”


				“Yeah, yeah. Spare me the lecture, Captain Bligh.”

					Claudia had heard it all before. “Enough with the bagging and tagging. I want in

					on some primo snagging action.”


				“You’re not a full agent yet,” Artie reminded her.

					“Just an apprentice.”


				“But I’ve helped out in the field before!” She looked

					to Myka and Pete for backup. “Tell ’em, guys. Remember that time in Detroit? Or

					when Myka and I checked out that wrestling team in California?”


				“You mean the time you fell into a vat of

					supercharged energy drink?” Artie said. “And almost spontaneously

					combusted?”


				“That wasn’t my fault. I was pushed.”


				Pete’s stomach growled again. It sounded like a

					saber-tooth tiger newly escaped from the La Brea tar pits. A sound that, oddly

					enough, Myka was actually familiar with.


				“Maybe we can table this discussion for

					later?” Pete suggested. “I’ve been driving for hours and I’m famished.” He

					looked around hopefully. “Are there any cookies left in the pantry?”


				As ever, Artie was on top of things. “I whipped up a

					fresh batch of snickerdoodles this morning.” He glanced at Leena. “If you don’t

					mind . . .”


				“I’ll go get them,” she said, smiling warmly. Among

					other things, Leena ran a bed-and-breakfast in a nearby town. Hospitality was

					her speciality. “Be right back.”


				Myka settled into a comfy chair. A yawn escaped her.

					Pete could have his cookies, but she was more interested in calling it a day.

					Now that they had successfully delivered the cutlass to Artie, she just wanted

					to head over to the B&B and unwind with a good book.


				Until their next investigation.


			


		


	

		

			

				CHAPTER


				3


				LEENA’S BED-AND-BREAKFAST


				“UNNAMED UNICORPORATED SETTLEMENT”


				“What’s a six-letter word for ‘empty fingers’?”


				Myka squinted at a half-finished crossword puzzle as

					she and Pete enjoyed a relaxing brunch on the patio. A plate of fresh scones

					with raspberry jam rested on the elegant wrought-iron table between them,

					alongside a pitcher of hot coffee. Elm trees, their leaves already changing

					colors, offered shade from the sun. Graceful white columns framed the patio.

					Potted plants and flower boxes added life to the setting. A rose garden offered

					a fragrant bouquet. The morning paper was dismembered atop the table. As usual,

					Myka had claimed dibs on the crossword, while Pete chuckled over the comic

					pages. Her pencil was poised above the empty squares of the puzzle. She was not

					so arrogant as to use a pen.


				“Beats me,” Pete mumbled through a mouthful of scone.

					His eyes remained glued to the funnies. “Okay, so why is it that Dilbert can’t

					find a better job?”


				Myka assumed that was a rhetorical question.


				A trace of jam leaked from the corner of his mouth.

					She resisted an urge to reach out and wipe it away with a napkin.


				Maybe later.


				She took a moment to enjoy the morning. Leena’s

					bed-and-breakfast was an oasis of tranquillity in their often tumultuous lives.

					The elegant Victorian Gothic edifice was located in “Univille,” the officially

					unnamed township just down the road from the Warehouse. Painted white walls and

					a pitched blue roof gave the B&B a much tidier appearance than the seemingly

					ramshackle Warehouse. Steep gables crowned the arched windows. Ivy climbed the

					walls. A widow’s walk topped the uppermost turret. Myka, Pete, and Claudia all

					had rooms at Leena’s place, giving them someplace cozy to go home to at the end

					of the day. Only Artie preferred to bunk down at the Warehouse full-time. He

					didn’t know what he was missing.


				Or maybe he did.


				A back door banged open and Claudia rushed

					breathlessly onto the patio. “Sorry I’m late, amigos, but I was up late kicking

					butt on the intertubes. Would you believe some troll actually thought he knew

					more about quantum processing and fuzzy logic than yours truly?” She snorted at

					the very idea before her gaze alighted on the remaining scones and jam. “Ooh!

					Raspberry goodness!”


				She plopped herself into an empty chair and helped

					herself.


				Artie arrived a few minutes later, about ten

					after twelve. A brown accordion folder, stuffed with notes, was tucked under his

					arm. Myka guessed that the folder held the details of their next assignment. She

					put aside her unfinished puzzle. She couldn’t wait to find out what sort of

					bizarre, unearthly mystery Artie had turned up now.


				“Good morning,” he greeted them, then consulted

					his wristwatch. “My mistake: Make that ‘Good afternoon.’” He placed the bulging

					folder down on top of the open newspaper. His eyes were also captivated by the

					tempting spread Leena had provided. “Are those scones?”


				Claudia shot him a warning look. “Go easy on

					the jam and butter, old man. Just because the universe is expanding doesn’t mean

					you have to.”


				“Devil child.” He peeked sheepishly at his slight

					paunch before joining them at the table. Under Claudia’s watchful gaze, he

					applied just a dollop of jam to a scone. “Just wait until your own metabolism

					slows down.”


				“Not going to happen, gramps. My candle burns at both

					ends, you know.”


				“Actually, Edna St. Vincent Millay’s candle

					was snuffed by a Warehouse agent decades ago,” Artie informed them. “Heaven help

					us if either end is ever lighted again.”


				He was a font of arcane lore and history, with a

					tendency to ramble on sometimes. “An interesting woman. Did you know she went by

					the name ‘Vincent’ in her early years, and also wrote prose as ‘Nancy Boyd’? But

					it was her poetry that really stirred things up. . . .”


				Myka saw a lengthy digression coming on and tried to

					head it off. She nodded at the folder. “What’s up, Artie?”


				The older agent made a habit of scanning news

					reports, police bulletins, government databases, classified ads, advice columns,

					human interest stories, auction listings, obituaries, scientific journals, book

					reviews, message boards, blogs, and other ephemera in search of freak events and

					patterns that might indicate the influence of a rogue artifact. Specialized

					computer filters and algorithms helped sort through the ceaseless flurry of

					data, but could never truly replace the keen eye of a veteran Warehouse

					employee. Tracking down artifacts was an art, not a science, and Artie was the

					reigning maestro.


				“Yeah, Artie.” Pete lowered the funny pages. “You got

					something for us?”


				“Possibly.” Artie finished off his scone before

					launching into today’s briefing. “I got a ping regarding a string of supposedly

					‘miraculous’ healings associated with a traveling carnival that’s working small

					towns along the eastern seaboard.”


				Rummaging through the folder, he extracted a garishly

					colored flyer promising Rides! Games! Amazing Acts and

						Performers! Clowns, carousel horses, and grinning children crowded

					the artwork, beneath the image of a towering Ferris wheel. Fun for All Ages! The Whitman Bros. Family

						Carnival! A bright golden starburst that looked as though it had been

					recently added to the design of the flyer extolled The

						Magical Touch of Princess Nefertiti, the World’s Greatest Psychic

						Healer!


				Myka had never heard of her.


				Princess who?


				Artie slid the flyer across the table toward

					Myka and Pete. “Every one of the healings took place at this carnival sometime

					over the last three months.”


				“I don’t know, Artie.” Myka peered dubiously at

					the paper, which reminded her of any number of colorful circus and carnival

					posters she had seen displayed on telephone poles and barbershop windows over

					the years, each touting some fly-by-night caravan of thrill rides, rigged games,

					and greasy food. This just looked like more of the same. “Sideshow charlatans

					and snake-oil peddlers are a dime a dozen,” she said, playing devil’s advocate.

					“How can we be certain there’s an artifact involved?”


				“Right,” Pete agreed. “Maybe the whole thing’s just

					hype? Or a hoax?”


				“Or perhaps there’s some kind of placebo effect

					involved,” she suggested. “People feel better because they think they’ve been healed.”


				Artie shook his head. “No, that’s not it. I’ve looked

					into this and the claims appear to be legitimate.” He pulled more documentation

					out of the folder, including copies of confidential medical records and

					insurance claims. “We’re talking broken limbs healed in record time, tumors

					disappearing, incurable illnesses reversing themselves . . . even

					at least one case of an Alzheimer’s victim who suddenly regained her faculties.”

					He held an X-ray up to the light. “I’m seeing all sorts of red flags here.”
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