[image: Cover]
 
    

    
    

  
    

    THE SHADOWS FLINCHED

    

  
    

    THE SHADOWS FLINCHED

    

    A NOVEL

    

    MICHAEL SARPEN

    

    Michael Sarpen

    

  
    To my mom, who never once stopped believing in me, and who taught me that the greatest achievement in all of life is to know Jesus Christ.

    

  
    Copyright © 2022 by MICHAEL SARPEN

    

    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

    

    First Printing, 2022

    

  
    

    
      PROLOGUE
    

    

    Winter 2014

    Canadian Rockies

    

    A clock was ticking. Nobody heard it, but time was running out just the same. Out on an icy wilderness lake, four souls found themselves in a precarious standoff, and with three of them pointing weapons, it threatened to descend into a bloodbath at any moment. Standing mere feet from each other, hearing nothing but their own heartbeats and the eerie winter winds, it didn’t matter what they had planned or trained for. The true battle was already underway. It had started long ago, and was raging in the thin, frigid air. Forces of light and darkness were calling the shots; some guiding and encouraging, others manipulating and tempting. The people they were fighting over could not have grasped how far-reaching their next moves would be.

    “Think for a second, Harry…”

    The words, however rational and well-chosen, slithered out like noxious gas.

    “She played you. She played all of us!”

    The preppy twentysomething trained his .44 Magnum’s aim squarely on the slender, fair-haired young woman, who returned the gesture with a semi-automatic rifle.

    “She’s not doing some study on the company,” Alex Derns continued, trying with all his might to persuade his brother. “She’s a fed! She’s here to bring us down, Harry!”

    Justina did her best to maintain her composure, but next to the hot-headed millennial stood a much more foreboding figure. Torr - last name or first, it didn’t matter - was all he went by. He had arrived last, immediately after Justina had come to rescue Harry Derns from his brother’s quickly unraveling sanity. Torr had a shaved head, light gray eyes, and a dark, imposing flame tattoo on his neck. He was normally quiet, staring coldly and displaying only the most vague expressions. Right now though, he looked darkly satisfied. He brandished a fully-automatic pistol and aimed it at Justina almost tauntingly.

    Harry turned a wary gaze to Justina, desperately hoping for some kind of explanation. She only gripped the rifle more tightly. She knew time was slipping away, even as the ice beneath them creaked and groaned with ethereal volume. One might have thought that there was a volcano about to erupt, but Justina had come to find it was something far worse. The chances of one of them - if not all four of them - dying here were growing steadily. Harry, the older of the two brothers and heir to one of the biggest corporations on the planet, was now her only hope.

    “Do you know what’s under this lake, Harry?” she asked earnestly, not breaking off her aim. “Do you know what your brother has been helping this guy create?”

    That pushed Alex just a little further. Whether it was Justina’s fleeting prayers, or some shred of morality that kept him from firing, it wouldn’t last much longer. Harry gazed for a moment, before turning to Torr, and then finally back to his brother. Justina pressed on.

    “Have you wondered who he actually is? Or what all of his Swiss friends are doing here?” she continued.

    “Harry, think,” Alex interjected, as calm as he had sounded up to this point. “Think of all we’ve done already. The stuff we’re working on? It’s going to change the world, Harry.”

    He was almost smiling, but looked no less crazed.

    “You can come see it right now!” he pleaded. “Just tell her to stand down, and I’ll-”

    “I thought I had seen everything, Alex,” Harry finally interrupted.

    At this, Alex drew back for a moment. Justina knew she had them now, so she went on.

    “Why don’t you ask them what was in those trucks from Alta-”

    A spray of bullets from Torr threw her backwards. Alex flinched with surprise, giving Torr time to shoot him, too. As he turned to his final target, Harry drew his own concealed pistol and fired four well-placed shots, at which point the bald man dropped. After no more than three seconds of gunfire, there was a dead silence.

    Justina gasped suddenly. She could still see the starry sky. A chilly wind bit at her fingertips. There was a burning heat in her arm, but her lungs were filling with oxygen again. And, though her ears were ringing, the rumble from beneath the lake was becoming audible once more. Finally, she struggled to sit up, realizing that her body armor had caught three or four of the shots, while one had pierced her left arm.

    “Justina!” Harry yelled as he dropped to his knees at her side.

    He tried to stop the bleeding, belatedly discovering that only her arm was wounded.

    “How…” he began, incredulous.

    Justina was still struggling to get a good breathing rhythm. She winced, grabbing the wound on her shaking arm. Harry suddenly snapped to action, hurriedly removing his belt and wrapping it firmly around her forearm. As Justina began unlatching her armored vest, Harry helped her take it off while keeping her parka on.

    “Thank you,” Justina said after another minute or so, still wincing in pain.

    Harry couldn’t help but stare at the vest lying on the ice.

    “Where did you get that?” he finally asked.

    Justina glanced at it and almost cracked a smile.

    “There’s a few things I haven’t told you, Harry.”

    Rather than reciprocate any humor, Harry looked to his brother’s motionless body.

    “Harry, I’m sorry,” she said softly.

    “He was right, wasn’t he,” Harry replied after a moment. “You are a fed.”

    Justina’s sorrowful expression started to grow into one of fear. Harry turned to her soberly.

    “Harry, I-”

    “You were right, too,” he interrupted, looking into her bright, blue eyes.

    Justina had no idea what to say, but stared back at him.

    “Torr was despicable,” Harry continued. “Alex should never have brought him here.”

    “I’m so sorry,” Justina said again.

    A loud crack echoed from somewhere out on the lake, accompanied by another groan deep below. Justina was shaken back to the matter at hand, promptly standing up with Harry’s help.

    “What’s going on?” he asked.

    Justina surveyed the lake until another rumble boomed through the night.

    “They’re releasing it,” she said to herself, barely above a whisper.

    “What?” Harry pressed. “What did they do?”

    “That island,” Justina pointed. “There’s a hatch down into the facility. I have to get down there.”

    “Facility?” Harry responded, confused.

    He grabbed her shoulders as she tried to go, and brought her closer.

    “Justina, listen to me.”

    She waited.

    “Whatever it is, I need to do it. And you need to tell your friends in Washington, or wherever they are.”

    “You’ve never been in the lab,” Justina argued, amidst yet more, unnerving echoes. “You haven’t seen it.”

    “Justina,” he shot back, ignoring her point. “I prayed, right then. I prayed when you fell. It was only like, a second, but I prayed you’d be okay. I know it sounds crazy, but…”

    His smile radiated overwhelming joy.

    “You’re alive!”

    In the brief gap between speaking, a new sound drew attention. It seemed to be the hum of distant helicopter blades. Though she couldn’t be certain yet, Justina guessed it was probably her CIA contact or one of his associates.

    “You need to get out of here,” Harry urged, regaining her gaze once again. “I’ll find my way into the facility. Just tell me what to do.”

    Justina was at a loss for words.

    “Please, just give me something to go on,” Harry begged. “There’s got to be a way to stop whatever they did.”

    The helicopter drew closer, with a flashing light now appearing in the distant sky.

    “Maybe,” Justina finally replied. “They use the lakewater as a cooling system. If there was a full emergency shutdown, and you killed the power… I- I don’t know, it might flood the place.”

    Her eyes were glistening with the beginnings of tears.

    “But it’s too dangerous,” she concluded.

    Harry held her good hand in his.

    “Justina,” he began confidently. “This might be the moment my life has been building to. I don’t know. All I know is, because of you, I’m not facing it alone anymore. I’m praying.”

    He smiled.

    “Maybe God can use me to do something good, one last time.”

    Justina blinked hard and squeezed Harry’s hand.

    “Okay,” she whispered after a long gaze.

    As the chopper made its descent, drawing closer and closer, Harry and Justina hugged each other. A tear rolled down Justina’s cheek as they brought their much-too-quick embrace to an end. Harry backed up as their hair started to flutter from the effect of the rotors. Justina wiped the tear from her cheek.

    “If I don’t see you again on this side...” Harry yelled, almost reluctant to finish. “...I love you, Justina.”

    Justina nodded aside her emotion and replied as hopefully as she could.

    “I love you, Harold!”

    With that, Harry chuckled with satisfaction, took another step back, and turned around in a full sprint toward the island. A moment later, the roar of the helicopter was accompanied by a thud as its skids hit the ice. A rear door quickly slid open.

    “M, we have to go now!” shouted the man in full tactical gear.

    Though Justina was aching inside, she knew Harry was bravely facing what might very well be his final act on earth. Now, she had her own to complete: make it out of here alive.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    October 3, 2023, 7:25 a.m.

    Adirondack Park, Upstate NY

    

    This was it. This was the thing that couldn’t be found anywhere else. Real peace. Absolute quiet. As if time had stopped completely. Gentle wisps of mist rose into the early morning air. Somewhere out across the still mountain lake, a northern songbird was calling, probably a wren or thrush. As if indicating the way, ripples danced in from out on the water.

    Click.

    The responsible character, a long, sky-blue dragonfly, darted in the same direction as the ripples. Anna looked at the picture on the screen of her thousand-dollar camera. The lighting was good, but the focus wasn’t perfect. She could only sigh halfheartedly. A missed picture was no reason for regret. But a missed year? Two or three? Every failure and misstep in her life seemed to remind her that she had done nothing with her degree in the four years since graduation. And now, this majestic, breathtaking beauty around her was being wasted. She set the camera down beside her and sat back in the tall grass for a moment.

    Anna prayed a prayer she seemed to rephrase in similar words every day.

    “God… I just want to be where you want me.”

    Her eyes weren’t closed. She was focusing on the lake, the trees, and the mountains.

    “I want to be doing what you want me to do. I just… I guess I don’t feel that happening right now.”

    As usual, there was nothing. She wasn’t expecting a verbal answer. It was more of a feeling she wanted. One of affirmation, or clarity, or hope. But there was nothing. After waiting for what seemed to be an extremely long couple of minutes, she grasped the camera and rose to her feet. She gave one last gaze over the water.

    “I want to change the world,” she finished.

    In a way, she felt like she had made a profound, however short, keynote address to God. She turned, threw her backpack over her shoulder, and began walking back towards the trail, which she had ventured considerably from. Eventually, she remembered to glance at her watch. Seeing the time, her walk turned into a run.

    ---

    

    The decade-old Subaru Forester could certainly still make time. Anna hadn’t realized how much of the morning she’d spent waiting for shots. Worse, she hadn’t gotten any that she was prepared to use. She had gone semi-professional in the photography business ever since she had graduated college, which meant she made just enough to call it a side job instead of a hobby. That was why she helped run her brother’s tree farm and garden business, which had actually been growing quite quickly in the last couple of years.

    Her pulse quickened for a moment as she zoomed past a family of Canada geese, which was now running towards the thick forest along the two-lane road. At one time, she got to work far too early, just like she had done in freshman year classes. Then, following the same pattern as in college, she got there a couple minutes early. After that, she just wanted to get there before her friends, or her family, in this case. Nowadays, she only seemed to get there “ballpark”, as her brother quipped. She couldn’t help but crack half a smile, knowing that her family picked on her lovingly.

    Anna glanced at the car clock. She might get there only a couple minutes late. She gripped the wheel a little tighter.

    Anna had always been so prompt. She didn’t like being unreliable, even if her brother joked it away. It wasn’t her personality. She was a mild-mannered, if somewhat reserved, young woman. Racing over Adirondack roads didn’t really reflect that. And her degree? She had finished with a 3.79. It probably would have been higher if she had had the voice to ask more questions, get more time with professors and TAs, and join more people studying. Still, she had done her best. It’s not like she was the only introvert in the world. Sifting through memories of the last few years, she suddenly stopped on one she hadn’t thought of in a while.

    He was one of those few people who seemed to share her personality. She hadn’t gotten to know him well; he had graduated a year before her. But the one lab day where they had worked together was a good memory. On one hand, it had seemed like a juvenile crush, but on the other, he had a calm, sincere disposition that drew people to him. Anna had wondered if she did, too. Her grandmother told her so, but doubt was a regular guest in Anna’s mind.

    Suddenly, her 66 miles per hour was brought to 31 as she crested a hill, only to find herself behind a log truck which was in low gear for the steep downhill ahead. Anna squared her foot against the gas pedal, ready to accelerate, but paused.

    Don’t.

    The word was just there in her mind, but her current, hurried state couldn’t have put it there.

    This isn’t you.

    Was it the Spirit? She hoped so. She’d had trouble spending time in her Bible lately. It seemed like every night she had regrets of not giving God her best, and every morning she felt less of a draw to Him. No matter how many times she prayed for a change in her life, it seemed like there was no answer. But this thought - was it just a reference to passing a log truck on a double line? Or was it deeper, reminding her that her hope was in the promises of God, not in herself, the people in her life, or anything else the world could offer her?

    After a long, reflective pause that lasted several minutes, she decided it was the latter. She edged into the oncoming lane to check it, then pushed the gas pedal to the floor.

    

  
    

    
      STEVEN
    

    

    October 6, 3:50 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    “Yep, I’m like five minutes out. Tell them I just passed that yellow-looking barn with the stone wall.”

    The farmland south of Utica was a scene from an ornate tapestry, especially as the patches of forest were dropping their multicolored leaves in the crisp breeze. Still, Steven could barely focus on anything he was saying to his fiance.

    “Alright, love you. See you in a minute.”

    He hung up, figuring he had done his best at hiding his anger and frustration. When faced with negativity, he had always forced himself to focus on the good things around him. He had much to be thankful for, even now. Emma, whom he would be marrying in less than three months. She brought more joy and goodness into his life than anyone. Their dear friends, the Fieldings. Emma had met one of the four siblings in her undergraduate career, and this had led to one of the closest family friendships they had. And, up until today, his work. He loved science, and especially the career he had so quickly built in the field of biochemistry. The fact that he was working on what could become one of the biggest medical advancements in recent memory was exhilarating. But to forget the conversation he had had no more than four hours ago just wasn’t happening.

    “I’m sorry, Steven. You’re not the only person being cut. The program’s into its testing stage now. You know we don’t need the same workforce we did a couple months ago.”

    He wrenched at the steering wheel, straining to keep himself from hitting something. The lines that the Special Projects Director had recited in front of him were hot garbage. Steven had been a key developer in Altar Pharmaceuticals’ so-called “Next Gen Proto-Project,” putting in more hours than almost anyone on the team. So why had he been so viciously blindsided today?

    No, Altar’s ethics did not always match up with his. They tested various drugs and chemicals on animals, regardless of how vehemently they denied it. They heavily funded and supported the abortion industry, endlessly lobbying for full-term “termination of pregnancy” in all fifty states. And, though they had developed some of the most promising medical technologies currently available, their obscene prices had shifted the entire pharmaceutical economy towards record high patient costs.

    But I won’t stay here forever.

    That’s what he told himself. He was saving up money and building his resume, like any other smart, discerning millennial. He had a heart for people and a mind for chemistry, and this was his chance to make a difference. That much should have been obvious. Steven hadn’t said a single word to God in the entire three and a half hour drive from New York, and as he saw the Fieldings’ farm come into view, he figured he’d let it go a bit longer. There was nothing to say.

    A smile gently appeared across Steven’s face as he saw the love of his life standing next to a beautiful, dark brown thoroughbred, against the backdrop of a bright red barn. Emma wore a blue denim jacket with a dark brown cowboy hat hanging on her back, and her stethoscope over her shoulder. She was talking with Haley, her friend of nearly a decade, and Haley’s father Alan. Steven parked his black Passat in the gravel driveway in front of the porch, unknowingly putting it across the stone pathway.

    “It’s my fiance’s day off!” he shouted jokingly as he stepped out and shut his door.

    “Exactly!” replied Alan. “She’s working for free!”

    Steven couldn’t help but smile as he approached them.

    “I was wondering when you’d rescue me,” Emma grinned as they hugged tightly.

    “I think she wants our Misty,” Haley quipped, holding the mare’s lead.

    “I swear you guys are trouble,” Steven replied, now with one arm around Emma.

    “Speaking of,” Alan picked up. “The twins are making dinner, and they’ve probably started eating it.”

    Inside, Steven reacquainted with Brooke and Silas, the two siblings who were now 21 years old. Both had dark blonde hair, athletic physiques, and the most sincere personalities Steven had ever been around. Brooke was outgoing, optimistic, and trusted the Lord in a way that could inspire the staunchest skeptic. Silas was ambitious, persistent, and determined to do great things in life. The two were as close as twins could be, and they had done a great deal in holding the family together after the death of their mother just two years ago. Steven was always glad to be around this family.

    The meal of honey bourbon chicken and cauliflower mashed potatoes was better than anything Steven had encountered in New York, and how they had so much of it left over was a mystery. Steven raised the napkin to his mouth as he finished.

    “You guys cater?” he asked, still chewing.

    “Actually, you’re getting the last meal we’re making in this country,” Brooke smiled as she leaned back.

    “Well, for a while,” Silas mentioned.

    Steven stared for a moment.

    “You guys are going on that trip?”

    “Part of my signing gift,” Brooke replied, beaming.

    “They said yes?” Emma asked excitedly.

    Brooke nodded rapidly.

    “You’re writing a record!” Emma exclaimed. “That’s amazing!”

    She got up and went around the table to hug Brooke.

    “That really is great, Brooke,” Steven smiled.

    This family kept surprising and encouraging him to persevere. He felt a little less bitter than he had earlier. After talking and congratulating for a few minutes, the table was cleared, and Emma and Steven got ready to head out.

    Steven said his goodbyes to Silas and Brooke as Emma did to Haley.

    “So you know everyone on the trip?” Steven asked

    “Yup,” Brooke replied. “Except for this girl Anna, her brother’s family goes to the church.”

    “Yikes, someone you don’t know yet. How embarrassing,” Steven said with a smirk and a hug.

    Brooke responded with a slap to his arm, and an offended, though unconvincing, glare.

    “Hey, seriously though. Keep safe.”

    

  
    

    
      CORINNE
    

    

    October 7, 10:25 a.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Being promoted to Special Projects was a blessing and a curse. Good on a resume - great, actually - but lonely and somewhat intimidating. The very cutting-edge science that Altar Pharmaceuticals was delving into was not only dangerous, it was also expensive and required constant, laborious record-keeping.

    “Lieran!”

    The tall, intense, and demanding director called with a small degree of courtesy. Corinne Lieran didn’t know if she was ready to do this, as Dr. Nash was by far the worst part of the promotion. Only in his forties, he was a former drill sergeant, and he used that experience to the fullest at work. He had silver hair and a few veins bulging on his neck and face. Lastly, he didn’t seem to trust Corinne, but had accepted the curious decision by his superiors to bring her in on this project.

    “Doctor,” she responded professionally. “What am I doing today?”

    He continued eyeing the papers he was holding.

    “You’ll be watching, nothing more.”

    The steel door beside them opened, letting in two more people. Corinne breathed a sigh of relief to see Wendy, a middle-aged woman who always seemed to have a positive attitude. To her surprise, beside Wendy stood Bryce Wilson, a lab tech who had started here no more than three months ago.

    Are we that shorthanded?

    Still, what little Corinne knew about the college student was pleasant, as he was polite, quick on his feet, and not too rough on the eyes. She shot both visitors a smile, even as Wendy explained that she was only here to bring Bryce in on the project, another last-minute decision by management. Seconds later, Wendy had left.

    “Hey guys,” Bryce greeted enthusiastically.

    Nash did not look pleased. His veins were particularly prominent as he stared daggers at the oblivious young man. Corinne noticed the Director’s white-knuckled fist clenched at his side. It seemed he was taking the inclusion of two young students on his project as a slight by his superiors. Corinne only waited, brushing her black hair out of her face and hoping she would not be punished for something she had no control over.

    ---

    The upper levels at Altar’s headquarters were lined with stainless steel corridors and brightly-lit rooms; an intense atmosphere that demanded focused attention. Corinne had been up here once on her initiation tour; Bryce was here for the first time. As she followed the doctor and occasionally glanced at Bryce, Corinne tried to sort out her mixed feelings. It was exciting to imagine the opportunities this job might bring, for sure. But something about this place, as well as some of the people, just wouldn’t let her feel at peace. The seemingly lifeless atmosphere, perfumed with a scent resembling formaldehyde, was quickly shaken by hurried steps and a muffled shout.

    “Dr. Nash!”

    A male employee in white protective gear and a gas mask suddenly appeared around the corner, coming to a stop from what seemed like a full-out run. Nash was mildly caught off-guard, but as the lab tech removed the mask and leaned in, the doctor’s face slowly drained of color. Something was whispered by each of them, but Corinne couldn’t hear it. She could only infer that something was wrong by Nash’s fearful stare.

    Finally, Nash straightened himself and seemed to collect his thoughts. The tech took a couple of steps back, waiting and watching. Glancing back in the direction they had come from, Nash now turned to Bryce. He then proceeded to look at the wall behind him, and then turned to the opposite wall.

    “Come with me,” he commanded sternly.

    Bryce watched the doctor walk away, before turning to Corinne. The new kid had seemed so blissfully ignorant up until now, as his expression revealed how worried, how in over his head he really was.

    “Both of you!” Nash practically screamed.

    At that, both of them hurried towards Nash, while the tech put his mask back on and retreated in the other direction. It seemed that, for whatever reason, they were returning to the elevators and canceling this morning’s plans. As soon as they caught up to Nash, however, he hit a conspicuous, red button on the wall, to which a stainless steel door slid open beside it.

    “Go!” Nash ordered.

    He didn’t wait for a reaction. He only shoved the still-gawking Bryce into the small, dark room, and hit the button again. In an instant, the door had shut, blending almost perfectly into the wall.

    “What’s going on?” Corinne responded in a panic.

    The doctor ignored her as he grabbed her arm and stormed further down the hallway. Now, Corinne’s fight or flight response had nearly reached its peak. As she was about to drive an elbow towards Nash’s upper body, they reached a doorway to another small room. He pressed the button and quickly threw Corinne inside. Before the door was even shut, he was sprinting further down the corridor.

    What’s happening?

    The cold steel of the room’s walls only served to feed Corinne’s anxiety. Her face grew warm and her breathing quickened. There was no other way to say it; this was scary. Emergency protocols had clearly been activated, and the steel room she found herself in was empty and dim.

    Is there some sort of toxic leak?

    She had certainly noticed a lack of communication in her own year-long stint here, but in the lower levels, it wasn’t much of a cause for concern. As the minutes went by, however, Corinne couldn’t stop worrying. She knew it was time to get out of here.

    Unfortunately, hitting the button to open the door resulted in nothing more than a soft click. Corinne’s eyes widened. Her breathing reached a point just below hyperventilating. She started rapidly hitting the button as hard as she could, to no avail.

    ---

    When the door opened, Corinne had no idea how long it had been. Three or four hours seemed like a good guess. She didn’t have her phone, as she had been required to leave it on the lower levels this morning. In the doorway stood Nash, fully suited in biohazard gear, accompanied by two more identically suited individuals. Without any words, they gestured and led her to the elevators, and made the return trip down to Level 13. That was where Corinne usually worked. Strangely, a couple of paramedics were now present.

    What the heck happened?

    Several minutes later, Corinne was in a well-appointed office, finally next to a window that at least showed the gray views of Downtown. Across from her, Dr. Nash was sitting in his lab coat, and by the door, a cold-looking woman in her thirties sat at a laptop. She was undoubtedly one of the many, many legal counsels Altar kept around full-time. She didn’t look up; she only waited to begin typing.

    “Corinne,” Nash began, startling her to attention with an uncharacteristically calm voice. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

    The woman typed for little more than a second, but other than that, a silence hung in the air. Corinne wasn’t about to delve in without being prompted further. Nash went on.

    “There’s no easy way to say it, so I’ll just get to the point. There was a fire, and, well… Bryce passed away.”

    His poker face was unyielding. Again, nothing was to be heard for what seemed like a solid minute. Corinne finally realized that Nash expected her to pick up here.

    “I don’t understand…” was all she could manage.

    Of all that Corinne had heard, a fire alarm was not one of them. Neither had she seen firefighters or anything to indicate their presence. Only the paramedics had been there. Nash now glanced at the woman by the door, then back to Corinne.

    “All I need you to understand, Corinne, is what I’ve just told you.”

    He leaned in.

    “I need you to be able to affirm it as true. Because it is.”

    Corinne’s head tilted as she tried to gauge how serious this was. Nash stared for another long moment.

    “Bryce is… dead?” Corinne finally asked, incredulously starting to accept that this was no joke.

    Nash ignored the question, and instead asked his own after dramatically clasping his hands.

    “What happened here today, Ms. Lieran?”

    The woman by the door briefly tapped her keyboard again, and then waited for a response. Corinne knew they were trying to intimidate her. She also knew something was very wrong here, and she needed to get help. She needed to tell someone who would believe her; someone she could trust. One person came to mind immediately.

    Steven.

    Steven Muehler was one of the most level-headed people around here, and Corinne realized he might be the only one willing to challenge Nash. Until she could tell Steven, though, she needed to fly under the radar. With that in mind, she chose her next words carefully, clearing her throat before speaking.

    “There was a terrible fire here today, Doctor. Tragically, it claimed the life of Mr. Wilson.”

    Nash sized up her response for a moment.

    “Thank you, Ms. Lieran.”

    Finally, he smiled slightly and straightened in his chair.

    “Now, why don’t you get yourself home. Sorry we kept you so late.”

    Corinne only gave a deceiving smile, stood up, and quietly saw herself out.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    October 7, 6:19 p.m.

    New York City

    

    It was impossible not to admire the beauty as it passed by. Three years ago, Chris never would have imagined himself living in the biggest city in the country, let alone enjoying it. He grew up in a small town of less than two thousand, and even that was too crowded for him. He and his mom had been middle-class, living in a seventy year-old house with more problems than they could keep up with, and now he lived in a studio apartment. Admittedly, he was quite proud of his interior decorating ability, which was another surprise. Then again, very few things had happened as he might have imagined three years ago. He glanced at the folded, burgundy scrubs in the passenger’s seat. He had expected to wear these as a veterinarian, not an ER nurse, yet here he was.

    The view just after sunset driving east over the George Washington Bridge still took his breath away. When he had left home nearly four hours ago, all he could think about was the long drive into the massive, incredibly loud, yet somehow lonely city. He looked at the buildings lit up like Christmas trees, at the ships sparkling on the water, at the two helicopters flying along the Hudson River, and back to the buildings. He was still a little kid when it came to vehicles and buildings and a city at night. Still, as he came down onto the 9A south exit, the majesty faded into the mind-numbing frustration of Manhattan traffic. He had never been late to this job, as he always gave himself a two hour cushion when making the drive back from Upstate.

    Almost an hour later, Chris turned the key and removed it from the ignition, finally parked in the garage at New York-Presbytarian Hospital’s garage in lower Manhattan. Flare-ups of anger still happened from time to time, and though his current, traffic-induced symptoms were nothing compared to those he experienced years ago, it was enough for him to whisper a quick prayer. There was no place for rage in his life, and even petty griping could give old habits a foothold, as far as Chris was concerned.

    Tapping the home button on his phone, Chris realized the time was 7:10. His shift started at 8:00. His anger dissipated into embarrassment like air escaping a balloon, and he whispered a more meaningful prayer for the next minute or so. After sitting silently for a few more seconds, he decided to head upstairs and maybe catch up on the weekend’s happenings from his coworkers.

    ---

    Time was flying. After taking an especially long swig of water from his stainless steel bottle, Chris double-checked the wall clock. It was 3:56 a.m. now.

    Two more hours, he told himself, just as he heard his name being called.

    “Christian!” Dr. Punlak called in his cheerful and ever-so-slight Mumbai accent.

    “Yes sir!” Chris replied with a smile.

    It was hard not to be positive around the doctor. At 62 years old, the man was as kind and lighthearted as he was intellectual. And, having boasted 22 published studies in peer-reviewed journals, that was saying something. Other than having these traits, and the fact that the man loved his wife and four children dearly, all Chris knew was that Dr. Punlak was an avid fly fisherman. All in all, he was a pleasure to be around, and an honor to work with.

    “Christian, I just got off the phone with someone at the CDC. The burn victim, the one that came in from the Altar Tower?”

    Chris had seen his share of burn victims between EMT work and the ER, but tonight’s particular one had been reduced to little more than ashes. He had only glimsped it, but he knew it was a rather unusual case here.

    “They’re sending a Dr. Realms to pick it up. His people will be here by 4:30.”

    “The feds are doing an autopsy on a burn victim?” Chris wondered out loud.

    Dr. Punlak closed a folder and handed it to the receptionist.

    “They said it’s a special investigation,” he replied as he took off his white coat. “No big deal. You have a good night, Christian.”

    He nodded goodnight to someone else as he made his way down the hall. Chris stared for a moment, wanting to ask more questions. He kept watching even as the doctor made it all the way to the end of the hall and turned the corner. Finally, he turned to Jen, the receptionist, who had just answered the phone.

    Guess I’m in charge.

    He smirked, still mildly confused. He decided to inspect a few of the most recent arrivals, checking monitors and IVs and glancing at their paperwork. It was quieting down now, as per usual for this hour of the night. It was 4:14 when Jen paged him to reception. Chris didn’t mind little interruptions when it was this slow. He had felt the same way when he had worked at his hometown grocery store all those years.

    Anything to kill two minutes.

    Making his way up to the desk, he found two men in suits waiting for him. Chris slowed to a halt. He was about to ask their names when the burlier one on the right pulled out a badge.

    “Chris Addiman? Agent Gould, FBI. This is Agent Moreno. We’re here for the burn victim’s cadaver, if you could show us to it.”

    He quickly returned the badge to his coat. Chris paused awkwardly. Both the agents and Jen were staring at him. There was clearly no excess of patience among them, and the two doctors on call were in surgery. He finally put some thoughts into words.

    “Um, I’m sorry,” he began, cocking his head ever so slightly. “I was told that a doctor from the CDC would be picking up the body.”

    “Change of plans,” said the one on the left, matter-of-factly. “We’ll be transferring the body to them.”

    Jen turned back to Chris, obviously intrigued by the interaction. Chris was now incredibly uncomfortable. Normally, he would have leaned on the desk or fidgeted with the nearest object, but he had stopped short of anything he could grab onto.

    “I wasn’t, uh,” he tried to keep as cool and professional as possible. “I wasn’t actually told,” he smiled.

    He turned to Jen.

    “Jennifer, could you just call up the CDC field office for me?”

    Her eyes widened, as if surprised by this mild display of defiance.

    “Ma’am, that won’t be necessary,” Gould said, putting out his hand. “Mr. Addiman, we have orders. Take us to the cadaver now.”

    His voice had grown more stern. The other agent was staring daggers at Chris.

    “Please, gentlemen,” Chris said as adrenaline began working its magic on his nervousness. “You can understand why I have to confirm this change, right?”

    He held out his hand as Jen handed him the phone. As he grasped it, he turned to see Gould nod to his partner, who pulled a pair of handcuffs from some in his coat.

    “Whoa!”

    Chris yelled a bit louder than he intended, dropping the phone.

    “Christian Addiman, you are under arrest for obstructing a federal investigation. Please place your hands behind your back.”

    Chris was about to resist, but he had seen this go down many times as an EMT. Better to comply on the scene and be acquitted later, than to do something actually illegal. Gould began reading Chris his Miranda rights as his partner roughly applied the handcuffs.

    “I know for a fact I haven’t done anything wrong,” Chris said loudly.

    Several staff were now observing from the surrounding halls. As Gould finished his lines, he strode up to another young nurse on duty, clearly making her as uncomfortable as he had Chris. It was obvious she didn’t have all the details that Chris did, but she complied and was able to produce the bag with the remains. Gould’s partner - Chris had totally blocked out his name - ordered him to stay at the desk, picked up a briefcase that Chris had not seen until this very moment, and brought it to his partner at the stretcher.

    Chris knew something was very off when the agents emptied the remains, few as they were, into the briefcase. Gould folded up the bag as his partner closed the briefcase and began walking down the hall. Gould, still carrying the bag, walked over to Chris and grabbed him by the arm. He looked back to his coworkers as they watched the agents escort him out. His heart was beating fast and heavy, and he was now wondering if his life might be in danger. Were these guys actual FBI agents? For the life of him, Chris hadn’t been able to read a single word or symbol on the badge. What about the fact that they were arresting him for simply following hospital protocol? His anxiety increased more and more as they came outside. A black, late-model Suburban lit up as Gould’s partner - Moreno, Chris finally recalled - hit the key fob.

    When they were three or four more strides from the vehicle, a petite figure shorter than Chris stepped out from behind the Suburban, emerging as if they had been hiding. They were wielding a silenced submachine gun and wore all black, from a full-face bike helmet with the visor closed, to a leather jacket, fitted jeans, and combat boots.

    The agents came to an immediate stop, stunned at the weapon being pointed at them.

    “Drop the case, let him go,” spoke the feminine voice, which matched her figure.

    No one said anything for what seemed like minutes. The woman stepped closer, gripping the gun more closely.

    “Then I’ll pop all three of you,” she said with chilling apathy.

    Moreno, whose hand had slowly drifted to his side, drew his handgun with terrifying speed and fluidity, but by the time it was raised, three bullets had come out of the submachine gun, soft as a whisper. Chris flinched and shut his eyes as he heard the man drop to the ground. There was another pause, and just as he reopened his eyes, Gould tried to do the same thing as his partner, but met the same fate.

    Chris waited. He dared not open his eyes; he didn’t want to see it coming. What seemed like hours of hearing his heart pounding in his chest passed, until he finally heard the woman curse under her breath.

    “I wasn’t going to shoot you,” she said quietly.

    Chris finally opened his eyes, and looked at her as she began walking towards him.

    “But, this should make it easier when they question you.”

    With that, she took a final stride and brought the stock of her weapon square into Chris’ forehead, and his world went black.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    October 8, 5:00 a.m.

    New York City

    

    The Kawasaki motorbike made short work of the thirteen Manhattan blocks, even if it was still early morning. Sofie only obeyed traffic laws in the open. Otherwise, she was speeding through intersections, down deserted sidewalks, and through the occasional vacant lot. Sirens could be heard not too far away, but that was normal. Car horns went off regularly as well. In truth, this place never ceased to create an abundance of noise. She’d been doing this sort of thing for the last couple of years, and it was thrilling. She lived dangerously, and while she didn’t know how much she cared for the people she worked around, including the innocents whom she put into harm’s way, it felt like she was doing something worthwhile. Maybe even, she hoped, something good.

    As she took a rather sharp corner, the morning twilight started to turn ever so slightly pink. Smoke rising from manhole covers became slightly more distinct, and figures on the sidewalks started to appear. She could see the tower now, just three blocks away. Finally, she opened the visor of the helmet. The October chill was delightful. She shook a tuft of her cinnamon-red hair out of her eyes, briefly recalling what it was like to be away from the city.

    The second half of Sofie’s childhood had been spent with a picture-perfect, all-American, churchgoing family. She didn’t have anything against them, but she felt out of place even after the adoption, no matter how much they did for her. She wasn’t perfect, after all. Nobody was. If there was a purpose for her life, it was this. Questionable means to righteous ends.

    She illegally cut across the empty street, straight into the underground garage. At fifty-two stories high, the Southland building was a magnificent spire of glass and steel, one of the newest in Downtown. Though slowing down, she still dangerously weaved between rows of parked cars until she found one of her assigned motorbike spots, not ten feet from the elevator. She briskly killed the engine, kicked the stand down, and dismounted the bike, intermittently glancing around the quiet garage. Many people knew her at Southland, yet something inside her prevented her from ever really feeling secure. Her family’s church would have convinced her it was those ‘questionable means’, most of which they didn’t even know about. Hanging her helmet on the bike and taking hold of the briefcase, she boarded the elevator and hit ‘50’.

    The fiftieth level was the nerve center of the company’s more secretive operations, and thus where Sofie spent almost all of her office hours. That said, a modest-sized room at the center of the floor, often referred to as “the Vault” or “below-board room”, was where she was headed now. The Vault was off-limits even to many people on this floor, but Sofie, for better or worse, had earned her way into the room in less than two years. She made eye contact with no one, and postured herself so that she communicated no intentions of getting out of anyone’s way. A nagging conscience didn’t mean she could appear weak.

    Using a thumbprint to enter the first door, and three other layers of security to access the second, she found herself in the room. It was plain gray, not particularly well-lit, and rather chilly. There were no chairs. The two people inside looked up from the documents on the black, glossy table. After making brief but certain eye contact with both, Sofie laid the briefcase on her end of the table.

    “All good?” Micah Southland asked.

    “Not quite,” Sofie replied. “Two hostiles, both dead.”

    The tall, blonde woman next to Micah stood straight up and turned to him. Micah pulled his hand down over his face, clearly wanting to curse but restraining himself.

    “I did get the package though,” Sofie added.

    The woman walked over slowly as Micah glanced up and then did the same. Sofie unlatched the briefcase and opened it up. The contents were turned to a light gray, almost white powder. From the looks of the inside of the briefcase, it was a micro-sized incinerator. Sofie’s heart sank as her bosses looked into the case as well. The evidence was gone. She had failed, clearly at the hands of people who were far more cunning than she had thought.

    

  
    

    
      BROOKE
    

    

    October 14, 6:45 p.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    Warm breezes felt like home to Brooke, no matter where she was. She savored one as the sun set behind a distant treeline, the sky alight with reds, purples, and oranges. Her gaze shifted to the garage-looking building that doubled as a church and school. Members of the missions team were already greeting the locals, many of whom were children. Brooke couldn’t wait to do that, but she took a brief moment to give thanks, not just for safe travels and the chance to take this trip, but for every little thing that was so easily taken for granted.

    Even in the midst of her mother’s death not two years past, doors were opened to Brooke and her family, friendships were made, and multiple ministry opportunities such as this one had come seemingly out of nowhere. More than that, there was peace. Brooke had no fear of death, of talking to people and sharing her faith, or of pursuing her dreams. That peace led to joy, and as she glanced at the growing group of kids yet again, she sprung forward with a warm smile.

    The night went by like a whirlwind. There was food, music, talking, and telling of stories by grizzled old farmers and energetic young workers. Silas practiced his Spanish on some teenagers who had all too much fun with him, and Brooke played soccer with some others until long after dark. After finally coming inside for the night, some young girls had found out that Brooke could sing, and though they couldn’t understand her, they lit up at her passion and contagious smile. Someone brought her what was surely the better of the church’s two guitars, an offer Brooke couldn’t refuse. Pausing for a brief moment, she started playing, and then began to sing “Feliz Navidad”, one song she felt she might be able to do justice. From the response of the church after she was finished, she had.

    Finally, Anna Lane caught Brooke at the food table, in a few brief moments of her being alone.

    “I had no idea you had such a voice,” Anna said as Brooke turned from grabbing some watermelon.

    Brooke responded with a cheery smile.

    “Thank you!”

    “I’m An-”

    “Anna?” Brooke cut.

    “Yes,” Anna replied in surprise.

    “I’ve been so excited for this trip, I tried to remember everyone’s names.”

    It was a minor gesture.

    “So do you know where you’ll be working?” Brooke asked.

    “Yes actually, I’ll be in the fields tomorrow,” Anna responded. “Pastor thought my ecology degree might be of some use with the church gardens. I don’t think he knows it was for conservation and wildlife, but hey,” she smiled, then looked at the floor. “I guess I’ll act like I know stuff.”

    Brooke would have offered something encouraging, but her brother appeared beside her.

    “Hey,” he said, looking at Anna for a moment.

    There was a pause as Anna looked up from the floor and Brooke looked at Silas, who was seemingly aloof. All three bore slightly different smiles.

    “Yes?” Brooke finally asked after a couple seconds.

    Silas turned to her without expression.

    “Oh, we should head to the motel. Mr. Hopkins wants us to be here at seven tomorrow.”

    He turned back to Anna.

    “Anna, did you want to head out with us?”

    Brooke would have rolled her eyes, but instead turned to Anna.

    “Oh no, thank you,” Anna answered graciously. “I’m staying a little longer with some of the other ladies.”

    “You sure?” Silas asked.

    “You’re right, Sy, we should get going,” Brooke said quickly, with a hand on his shoulder. “Anna, I’m so glad I got to talk to you. Maybe we could eat together tomorrow?”

    “I’d like that,” Anna smiled.

    With that, Brooke hugged her, smiled, and guided her brother to the group which was now leaving for the motel, tired and ready to crash for the night.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    October 14, 9:20 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    It didn’t matter that both hands were freezing to the point of pain. The two bags were the same size and weight. Both had the same general symbols and numbers. Yet somehow, the shrimp scampi was a featured sale item and the chicken alfredo was not. Chris, not usually having the time to care about such petty things, was bound and determined to figure it out. He would have attributed it to a missing sign or tag, but even the weekly ad said the same thing. No one at the neighborhood chain grocer could give him an answer beyond “That’s what’s in the ad,” but of course, these were the minimum wage night shift workers. They didn’t know or care, and to be honest, neither did he. Still holding the bags, he looked up and started meandering down the aisles. He’d figure it out on the way.

    Chris never felt at home in the city, but at least his job gave him some kind of focus. Now, on administrative leave, he didn’t even have that. There was an ongoing investigation into the events of the night of October 5th, and he was at the center of it all. Every day, he would get calls and visits from attorneys, police, news outlets, and various other people. To make matters worse, he had been asked by the NYPD not to leave the city. It was not mandatory, of course, but Chris wanted to comply and try to get this behind him as quickly as possible. In truth, he wasn’t going to tell his mom anyway - she would freak out, he thought - and he had just come back from some time off. Then there was the incident itself. Never before had he been in any situation half as tense, and though he had seen many people dead and dying, having them killed in cold blood while brushing against him was as horrific as anything he could imagine.

    For once, the line at the register was shorter than Chris wanted it to be. The cashier scanned the broccoli and bananas, then looked at the two bags of frozen pasta still in Chris’ hands. Feeling particularly apathetic tonight, Chris simply placed both bags in front of the young man, who was not much younger than himself and looked just as disinterested. He paid for the four items and took his single paper bag to the door.

    Chris finally expressed some negative emotion as he witnessed the curtains of rain coming down in the street. On a different night, he would have fearlessly charged into the downpour, sprinting the three blocks to his apartment building. On a less adventurous night, he might have paid the twenty bucks that this store asked for a tiny plastic umbrella. But tonight, he would stand and wait.

    We need to talk.

    He watched silently as a car plowed through a puddle outside. Whenever Chris had had long periods of free time in the past, he found himself sliding back into laziness. He was drawn to his phone, where he could easily kill hours and end up feeling empty and dejected. In times past he would try to counter that with video games and working out, which only masked the feelings. By the grace of God, he had broken out of that vicious cycle and grown into a strong, calm, confident warrior by spending time in prayer and Scripture, and writing down everything he could about his struggles.

    “So why is this happening now?” he whispered, looking towards the falling rain.

    No one was close enough to hear, so his whisper became more passionate.

    “I’m already low, I’m out of work, and to top it off, I’m alone in my apartment indefinitely?”

    “You spiritual?”

    Chris nearly collapsed through the glass as the voice spoke out of nowhere. Struggling to hold onto his bag and straighten his legs, he looked to his right to see the bald man who had just spoken to him. The man looked like he could have been an MMA fighter, with a nearly reflective bald scalp and intense eyebrows, and probably in his early thirties. The giant scar running down his neck clinched the psycho look. Instead of reacting to Chris’s shocked display like a normal person, the man just looked him in the eyes as if waiting expectantly on an answer.

    Finally, Chris was able to stand straight after what seemed like minutes of fumbling. He looked at his groceries, then back into the store, then at the man. Was there a joke coming? He looked out at the pouring rain again, then back at the man.

    “Sorry?” he asked with a tinge of annoyance.

    “Oh, sometimes when I see people thinking deeply, I just wonder if they’re seeking a higher power.”

    Chris’ confusion faded away as he realized this was an everyday drug addict.

    “I’m a Christian,” he answered in the absolute most polite voice he could muster.

    He held his bag tighter and looked back at the rain. At this point he didn’t care about getting soaked. He couldn’t stay here.

    “You ever wonder why God made us to yearn for spiritual purity, and then set us up for failure by locking us in the most impure, fleshly prisons imaginable?” the man questioned further.

    Chris turned to him slowly. It wasn’t drugs. It was something worse. Genuinely unsettled now, Chris mentally readied himself. The man continued before he could muster a response.

    “Mankind’s ultimate state is to be an unbound spirit with no human weaknesses. God’s plan is to let only the spiritually strong survive.”

    The stranger was getting more excited by his own monologue.

    “What if everyone could be saved on their own? What if they could jump ahead to that spiritual state, and out of this one?”

    “Man, listen to me,” Chris shot back. “You need Jesus. He is the only way to freedom.”

    With that, Chris pulled up the hood of his slicker, and headed out for a run in the rain.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    October 15, 8:30 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    It had risen well into the nineties before 8:00 a.m. Laying tile in any weather was a chore; but in this sweltering heat, Silas couldn’t begin to fathom how he had gotten stuck doing it.

    It’s easy, they said.

    The pastor and most of the missions team had simply brought him in and left him here with two locals, only one of whom spoke any English. Even Brooke was outside, singing or playing with groups of kids, surrounded by both shade and fresh air. Yeah, she deserved it. She had pushed Silas to come on the trip with her, after all. She was probably making more use of her time here than he was, too. But sometimes, Silas couldn’t help but wonder if he wasn’t up to par with his sister because he just didn’t get the chances she did. He used to believe it was the opposite; that once he straightened himself out, he’d see more blessings. But he read his Bible every day. He prayed the same. He watched his language and tried to represent his faith well.

    A broken tile ripped his jeans at the knee. At this, Silas threw down the one he was holding and stood up. Frustrated and fed up, he decided it was time to give himself a break.

    “David,” he called to his Mexican counterpart. “I’m going to step outside a minute.”

    The young man smiled graciously, nodded, and continued working. Out of the baking concrete room, the breezy air did indeed feel refreshing. A couple of trees, one of which appeared to bear lemons, stood around the building and provided shade. Their branches swayed gently in the breeze, and their leaves glistened in the morning sunlight. Silas only leaned his head back, eyes closed, and took in the fresh air.

    That’s more like it.

    Looking across the fields, a group of people could be seen next to a distant structure. A very old-looking tractor was near them. Silas wondered if Anna was with them. He had hoped to be able to spend a little time with her at some point, as she was both attractive and kind, and simply pleasant to be around. She was three or four years older than him, but he could at least try to get to know her.

    Then his thoughts drifted to last night, the first time he had properly talked with Anna. In truth, he had acted like an idiot. As his gaze panned across the fields, he noticed his sister on a small section of grassy lawn near the church. As expected, she was laughing delightedly with a group of kids. Silas realized she’d had his back last night, trying to quiet him before he made a fool of himself in front of Anna.

    Gotta remember to thank her.

    But it was a new day. Silas knew what he was doing now, and he’d act much more wisely with Anna. As the sounds of work grew louder inside, Silas made sure to distance himself from the building, and headed towards his sister. He saw a couple of missions team members and several local children on the way, smiling as he passed. Silas was determined to make this work. Afterwards, he’d focus on work for the church.

    

  
    

    
      BROOKE
    

    

    October 15, 8:45 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    Teaching kids to sing was a dream for Brooke. These young Sunday school kids were all smiles, singing and jumping and abounding in excitement. She had started the day by offering to make food or wash dishes, but had been encouraged to help the teachers with school activities. It was a difficult balance in trying to keep their attention on lessons and learning while also not squelching their enthusiasm. Brooke herself had found it difficult to carve a week out of college to come here, and she needed to keep herself in the studying state of mind.

    Silas, on the other hand, looked like he would have gladly forgotten his classes to make memories here, but instead, he found himself putting a floor in a bathroom. Brooke accepted that her brother had gotten the clear loser of the two jobs. She just hoped he also realized that she had not been trying to make fun of him last night, but quite the opposite. Silas probably just wanted to make the same types of friendships that she did, and Anna had a particularly attractive aura about her.

    Don’t let him give up, Lord.

    Brooke was doing her best to herd the children into some sort of order, preparing to visit the huge gardens out in the field. Apparently, Anna and some of the local church members were going to talk about farming, and even the children were now being included.

    “Hey, can we switch for like ten minutes?” Silas asked abruptly as he showed up behind his sister.

    He brushed the sweat from his face in as obvious a fashion as he could.

    “Maybe you can get the rest of the kids in the church?”

    Brooke looked out at the field. She had a real interest in seeing the work being done out there, but she knew her brother had been working hard. Even this early in the morning, the day was brutally hot and humid.

    With a bit of hesitation, she conceded.

    “Sure. I’ll help them sweep up stragglers,” she quipped.

    “Thanks a million,” Silas replied with slight shortness of breath.

    In the distant fields were several figures working, whom Brooke realized were probably much more fatigued than either she or her brother. Here by the church, most of the mission team was doing work of some kind, whether pouring water, stacking various supplies and materials, or talking with teachers and children. One woman with long brown hair, probably in her late thirties, was kneeling and talking with a small, energetic child whom she gave a little wrapped candy. There was a man with white hair in a ponytail handling a first aid kit, and apparently teaching a group of teenagers how to use it. Brooke knew all these people’s names and then some, and felt a sudden pang of guilt for her frequent flaunting of it. Silas simply stood under one of the big, old trees, pouring a cold bottle of water over his head.

    You’re making this about you, Brooke.

    Inside, Brooke promptly went to the room where Silas had been working, checking on what still needed doing. There were two locals by the window, arguing quite passionately as they pointed to a brand new toilet in the middle of the floor. Just then, a small child ran into her from behind. She turned to see a smiling face as the boy held up a small plastic wrapper with a little chocolate cookie inside. Thinking nothing of it, Brooke gently took the bag and opened it, though it was actually a bit difficult. Before she handed it back, the boy had pulled a protein bar out of the pocket of her cargo shorts. He looked enthralled with the deliciously detailed picture on the bar’s wrapper.

    “Tu quieres?” she asked with mild confidence, smiling.

    The boy lit up. She opened the bar and let him start eating it, before taking her own bite of the cookie. It tasted horrific, but the happiness on the boy’s face more than made up for it. At that moment, a woman with long brown hair rushed by and caught herself at the doorway. She seemed to have genuine fear on her face as she saw Brooke and the child eating. The woman had surely been on the missions team, but Brooke only knew her first name - Jane - and had not interacted much with her.

    “Hi,” Brooke said in her signature friendly tone.

    The woman took a step back, looking as though she wanted to compose herself, but not doing a very good job. Brooke ate the rest of the small cookie in a single bite.

    “Is everything alright?” she offered as she chewed.

    The woman simply pulled a phone out of her shirt pocket and briskly walked away. The child turned back to Brooke, not caring. Brooke smiled and tried asking a few questions. As the minutes passed, however, her smile faded, and the nausea set in.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    October 15, 9:00 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    The ingenuity and agricultural knowledge in such a poor community continued to amaze Anna. She was finding firsthand how part-time farmers here made their gardens work despite a lack of good tools, nutrients, or training. It was encouraging to see how close-knit this community was, even on the edge of a decent-sized city. She was writing down a great deal of information, and picking up many Spanish words and terms. An older woman named Gloria had also fashioned her own tool for breaking ground for seed. It looked like a pizza cutter with spikes along the wheel, and although small and not particularly efficient, it was a creative way to plant.

    Anna also noticed some of the children who had played soccer last night, looking restless and carrying their soccer ball. She knew the main body of children and teachers would be coming soon, and she wanted to prepare to teach. But as a young boy came near with the others trailing behind him, apparently begging for her to kick the ball around, she considered consenting. She noticed that all the other adults she had been with were now sitting in the shade of a little walled courtyard by the road. She hadn’t realized it was break time, but there was still a lot she didn’t realize here. As the children were all now begging her, she giggled and agreed.

    “Si, si,” Anna began, thinking rigorously about her vocabulary. “Juego futbol?”

    She was encouraged by the smiles she saw.

    That’s when she heard a loud crack in the distance. As she immediately turned towards the sound, a flurry of similar cracks filled the air. A cloud of dust could be seen a ways down the road, and it looked like it was coming closer. After staring for a second, it appeared there were several vehicles coming fast, and what sounded like gunfire.

    “Run!” Anna shouted as she waved the children toward the church.

    She immediately wondered if that was the wrong idea, but the vehicles would be coming straight past the walls of this little courtyard. She prayed a lightning-quick prayer for the safety of everyone here, including herself. Anna found herself frozen with indecision as the women she had been with ran into the toolshed on the wall of the yard. Seeing the kids almost at the church, she then ran to the courtyard. There was a heavy, yet unsturdy metal gate facing the road, which was just beyond the walls. Anna sprinted the twenty or so feet across the yard to throw it shut, when she heard the roar of a motorbike and what sounded like a crash. As she grasped the gate and brought it closed, she saw a petite biker struggling to get out from under her toppled motorcycle.

    For reasons she couldn’t possibly understand, something in Anna pushed her forward and out into the road. The rider, dressed all in black from her full helmet to her boots - save for some blood on her jeans - was pulling something else out from under the bike as she struggled. Anna realized that it was some sort of tactical weapon as the rider lifted it and aimed at the two incoming cars. Plumes of dust shot up in the road as bullets hit all around. As the rider began returning fire from the surprisingly quiet weapon, Anna desperately grasped the rider’s leather jacket, pulled with all her strength, and dragged her towards the wall. Even as she brushed into the metal of the partially-opened gate, the rider was still firing.

    Somehow not one, but two bullets managed to find Anna as she pushed her way into the door, still pulling the rider. Hitting the ground hard, she could see the rider reloading her weapon before kicking the gate shut with her good leg. What happened after that was a blur. She could recall the sounds of shouting and screaming, gunfire that seemed to last forever, and finally being given first aid by members of the missions team. Later, she found out that she had been hit in the upper arm and shoulder by 9-millimeter rounds, with her survival being hailed as a miracle. Waking up in an American hospital, she had been greeted by the entire missions team and dozens of other people who came to visit her.

    However, there were three notable absences. First, the female rider whom Anna had rescued. No one from the mission team had even seen her. The locals who had been in the courtyard said the woman had limped off after the gunfire stopped, never talking or removing the helmet. Second, a woman named Jane who had gone on the trip. No one seemed particularly familiar with her, and Anna had only seen her in passing. She was a little older than Anna and had long brown hair, but that was all Anna could really recall about her. She had evidently come back to the States safe and sound, but never made any more contact with the group.

    By far the most surprising, though, was Brooke’s absence. Anna would have expected her to be among the first visitors, but she never showed up. When a grim, bloodshot Silas finally visited, she found out the horrible reason why.

    

  
    

    
      STEVEN
    

    

    October 15, 8:10 p.m.

    Altar Tower, Manhattan

    

    “Em, slow down! I can barely hear you!”

    Steven’s fiance had called him in a panic, and thirty seconds into the conversation, he was only just now confirming that she was not in any sort of physical danger.

    “What about Brooke?”

    When she uttered the same sentence again, Steven realized he had heard Emma correctly the first time.

    “Steven,” she slowed down, more clear and composed, but obviously in the midst of tears. “I just spoke with Haley.”

    She took another moment, seemingly trying to maintain the calm she had just settled into.

    “Brooke is dead.”

    Steven stopped breathing momentarily. Though he had no other details, it was beyond clear that Emma was serious. Even as he sank back into the chair he had gotten up from, he heard sobbing resume on the other end. He remained seated, his eyes fixated on the blank wall of the office, the world around him a gray, spinning backdrop. Finally, as his fiance said his name through her tears, Steven had to take a breath and try to regroup.

    “Steven, are you there? Did you hear me?”

    “Yeah, I’m here,” he responded softly. “Emma, what… what happened?”

    “I don’t know. She just said that Brooke was working this morning, with the mission team, and… I - I don’t know…”

    Emma’s tone signalled that she was nearly as dumbfounded as he was.

    “...she got really, really sick all of a sudden. So, Haley started looking at plane tickets to go down there. Then around eleven, Silas called her and said that Brooke was -”

    Her sentence trailed off again, but Steven knew how it ended. He just couldn’t understand how it was possible. What on earth could have killed such an outstandingly healthy young woman so suddenly? Was anyone else affected? Was Silas and the rest of the team now in danger?

    “God…” he whispered, his eyes still wide.

    But he didn’t finish the sentence. His gaze only drifted to the Manhattan street outside the window. After a few more sniffles, Emma picked up.

    “Babe, I’ve got to go. I’m at their house. I’ll text later.”

    With a brief pause, Steven came to and responded.

    “Okay. Listen, Em - I’m going home first thing in the morning, okay? I’ll be there, I promise. First thing.”

    With a few more weepy goodbyes, they were off the phone. Steven dropped the phone back to his lap, and slowly returned his gaze to the lights outside. Breathing was still difficult. His face was warm and his stomach in knots. He wanted to leave now, because there was no way he’d be sleeping tonight. The Fieldings had become a part of his and Emma’s world, and in the span of a three-minute phone call, that world was entirely different.

    Yes, they had to console their friends. They also had to get answers. But most importantly right now, they had to come to terms and let this sink in. When Brooke’s mother, Grace, had passed away a couple years ago, there had at least been some time to prepare. But this wound to the family was so sudden and violent, so unfair, that it threatened to shatter what was left of their spirits. How would Alan possibly cope with his daughter’s death? How could Art or Haley get past losing their little sister? And how would Silas ever come back from the death of his closest friend in the world?

    Steven sat in his office chair, staring at the window for almost an hour. He couldn’t make any sense of what had happened, but only grew more and more confused.

    “God… what is this?” he barely uttered.

    The only response was silence, and the twinkling lights outside.

    Maybe this is it.

    Maybe this was the wakeup call he needed, his reason to leave. Maybe he would go home and never come back. Perhaps he could work in a small town pharmacy, and return to that rural lifestyle he had grown up in. Day after day, he was still nagged by the amoral operations of the company he worked for. He wanted to believe he was here for a purpose, to shine a light in the darkness, but he was becoming exhausted. It was too much to do alone.

    So, after a few more minutes of wanting to get up but failing to do so, he simply slid out of his chair and sat against the blank, white wall. His hands covered his face, and for the first time in weeks, he asked God for help in the simplest words he could muster.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    October 24, 1:30 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    For some reason, the sun was shining. There were grey clouds, yes, and a biting cold wind, but the blue sky and yellow sun still broke through, reflecting off the turning autumn leaves. Even the dying grass was seasoned with bits of green amongst the yellow and brown. Local wildlife went about their business, with squirrels calling out obnoxiously and crows gathering in the distant woods. Somehow, it felt inappropriate. How there could be any good in the world, anything of beauty, was a mystery. How there could be a God, or a Savior, or an omnipotent Holy Ghost seemed laughably naive.

    The most incredible and inspiring person whom Silas had ever known was dead. Worse, she had been with him for his entire life, and only now did he wish he had spent more time with her. Even worse yet, he was convinced that her death had been a direct result of him switching duties with her that morning on the trip. And now, as he watched the last scoops of soil be scattered over the grave, he thought about the empty casket, and how his sister’s body never even made it home. His clenched fists only got tighter as he watched Steven Meuller slowly making his way past the remaining mourners toward him.

    It had been the same way at his mother’s funeral a couple years ago. People would act genuinely sympathetic and painfully oblivious at the same time. Older women would tell stories that were actually interesting about how they had been blessed by her. They would then assure him that they were only a phone call away, and last but not least, that everyone would be together again someday. People younger than Silas would tell equally heartwarming tales about how compassionate his mother and sister had been. Of course, they were all true. That was the problem. The two women had been unfathomably kind, and sweet, and beautiful, and they were both dead, not two years apart. No one in his family had served and trusted God like they had, and this was their reward?

    Steven arrived next to him on the small hill and turned around to take in the same scenery. To Silas’ simultaneous relief and annoyance - as well as great surprise - Steven said nothing for a long time. It was a dark, backwards, evil day, and Silas was determined to keep it as such. Nothing could be said to fix anything; nothing could convince him that there was a greater purpose here. In part, Silas wanted to believe that things could possibly get better someday, and perhaps he would even turn back to God at some point. But now, he wanted to brood and be bitter. So much time passed, in fact, that Silas was just about to walk away and find another lonesome spot. As if anticipating this, Steven spoke up.

    “I didn’t believe it at first,” he said, still observing the tranquil fields. “I thought I’d heard wrong.”

    With another pause, Silas planned to walk away again, and again was caught just before doing so.

    “I didn’t sleep for two days. I tried to come up with an answer, spent an entire night searching Scripture… nothing. I just… I don’t understand.”

    Silas waited, almost wanting to respond, but he was exhausted in every way. Finally, he took his chance and walked forward.

    “Silas,” Steven called.

    Silas made the courtesy of stopping.

    “There’s nothing I can do or say,” Steven continued. “No one can. But Haley told me you dropped out of school.”

    Perhaps expecting a negative response, Steven tried to continue as straightforward and compassionately as possible, still facing Silas’ back.

    “I won’t comment on that. But you need to stay busy.”

    He hesitated slightly before going on.

    “Silas, I did something. I… I managed to get you a spot in an internship at Altar.”

    There was no change in Silas’ posture.

    “It’s paid, and It’s great for your resume. An- and you’ve always had straight A's in chemistry.”

    Silas finally looked down and to his right.

    “Just think about it.”

    “Where?” Silas asked finally.

    Immediately, Steven responded.

    “Manhattan.”

    Another pause, and Silas walked down the hill. Steven let him go.

    

  
    

    
      ARTHUR
    

    

    October 25, 11:20 a.m.

    Utica, NY

    

    The beefy, bald man in line-cook attire gabbed ceaselessly with the middle-aged cop in his cruiser. Even across wide Genesee street, it was clear they weren’t talking about great philosophical matters, and they certainly weren’t talking softly. One could only watch them shoot the breeze so long. Arthur knew he shouldn’t have gotten here early. Looking down at the notebook next to him, the oldest Fielding sibling tried to talk himself out of reading it again. He blinked several times and quickly looked back up.

    At 5’11, he was strong and in good health. He was an Air Force SERE specialist, training airmen how to survive and escape capture. Yet here in a coffee shop in Utica, all he wanted was to be a kid again. He wanted to hold his little sister as their mother bugged them by taking countless pictures. He tried to shift gears as he ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. Yet almost instantly, his gaze drifted back down to the notebook.

    What little time he had spent in Brooke’s journal had wrenched his heart. His favorite sister had been so honest, so deep, so convicted. She had so much going for her and so many lives she had touched. Running his handover the cover, he couldn’t help but remember when his baseball team had made it to state championships. The college student who was supposed to sing the national anthem had been delayed from arriving, and a 13-year-old Brooke had jumped up almost immediately and volunteered. In a crowded Syracuse stadium, she had absolutely killed it, before rooting for her brother with unusual tenacity. She never changed, never wavered. Traces of a smile began to creep onto Arthur’s face. That is, until he looked up to see a silver Ford Fusion parking behind his own blue Dodge Charger, right outside the coffee shop. Pushing the notebook to the window, he grasped the undersized mug and took a hearty swig of black coffee.

    The man walked through the door and scoped out the room, smiling as Arthur waved him down. Brandon Forester had been a coworker when he was still in the Air Force, and their friendship had continued even as he had left service and joined the FBI. He was right around six feet with darker blonde hair, and made a point of being serious yet charming all at once. Today, he sported a standard black suit and a white shirt with a red tie.

    “The Fed look really suits you,” Arthur said with a half smile as he stood.

    “It’s good to see you,” Brandon responded promptly.

    Arthur’s smile quickly faded. He couldn’t keep eye contact long. The last time he’d seen Brandon, both Haley and Brooke had been with him. He had planned ever so dutifully to keep his emotions in check, and almost immediately, he was losing his cool.

    “Hey, let’s sit,” Brandon said after a couple seconds of seeing Arthur looking uncomfortable.

    “Art,” he continued thoughtfully. “I am so, so deeply sorry.”

    Arthur composed himself as quickly as he could and prepared to speak, but Brandon kept going.

    “Anyone who met Brooke loved her instantly. I was seven years older than her, and she was one of my heroes.”

    “Thank you, really,” Arthur cut in. “I have something I want to go over real quick. I’m busy and you’re busy.”

    Brandon looked slightly taken aback, but this time Arthur kept talking.

    “I wanted to talk to you first rather than make some sort of official ‘call’ to the Bureau,” he said with air quotes.

    Arthur leaned in slightly, prompting Brandon to do the same.

    “I think her death...” Arthur paused briefly. “I think there may be somebody behind it.”

    Brandon’s eyes widened just a little as he waited for more.

    “I have gone over every single detail of what happened that day, repeatedly and painstakingly. Brooke died within minutes of eating some sort of unidentified, untraceable packet of food in Mexico. There was no brand or UPC, or anything on the wrapper. No doctors down there recognized any sort of virus or pathogen either, only some internal ‘scar tissue’.”

    He made more air quotes as Brandon shifted in his seat slightly.

    “When her body was flown home, the truck unloading it off the plane erupts in flames, being not just charred, but completely incinerated, along with everything in it.”

    Arthur’s voice grew more dramatic and his eyes more intense, as though he were narrating a movie trailer.

    “And the one person on the mission team who nobody seemed to know? She was one of the last people to see her alive, and has since gone silent.”

    With that, Arthur brought both hands down onto the table and sat straight again. Brandon looked him in the eye until he realized it was time to respond, at which point his gaze began to dart back and forth quickly. He looked down and took a deep breath.

    “So,” Brandon began, not sure if it was safe to humor him or not. “This woman on the trip, she did something to Brooke?”

    “Maybe not intentionally. Brooke may have been at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

    “So the woman traveled from the U.S. to poison… who? Impoverished Mexican children?”

    Arthur didn’t have a response for that, but kept staring.

    “I’m not kidding,” Brandon said seriously. “If this was some sort of intentional poisoning, why was she doing it there? And what need was there for the evidence to be so violently destroyed? And how does this woman do all that?”

    “That’s why you’re here!” Arthur exclaimed, raising his voice to an uncomfortable level. “I can’t get any more answers! You can! I don’t know, maybe you need to start a real, official investigation. Just find out why my sister’s dead, Brandon!”

    People were looking. Finally, Arthur continued in a hushed tone.

    “I just… need to make sense of this. Silas and dad need it.”

    He glanced back up to Brandon.

    “Haley needs it.”

    Brandon looked towards a spoon lying on the table and began slowly pushing the end of it in a clockwise circle.

    “Please, Brandon.”

    A good half minute went by. Finally, Brandon stopped playing with the spoon.

    “I’ll run it by an agent I know downstate,” he offered. “He’s good, he works on these sorts of things a lot.”

    Arthur’s posture loosened as he tried to express gratitude.

    “Thank you, Brandon.”

    Brandon wasted no time in finishing the lukewarm coffee that Arthur had ordered him, and stood up.

    “I have to go. I’m busy and you’re busy,” he quipped.

    Arthur leaned back as Brandon began to walk away. He stopped and turned to say one last thing.

    “Tell Haley I said hello.”

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    October 26, 2:00 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Whether the file cabinet had recently been moved, or if the space between it and the corner of the wall had always been there, Chris couldn’t remember. He did know, however, that he had found himself in countless people’s ways today, dropping folders and bumping into carts. He was temporarily off of ER duty, yes, but it was only Wednesday of his first week back to work, and this hospital seemed like a different planet altogether. It was taking a toll on him. There were always break rooms and closets, and technically even the roof, but at the moment, that nook by the file cabinet looked like the perfect hiding spot.

    Settling in snugly, he just closed his eyes and breathed in for a moment. People were talking and phones were ringing, but he had learned to ignore them. He couldn’t shake the anxiety of how he was going to make it through the rest of the week, let alone the indefinite future. A bigger worry was that his life would never be the same again. Ever since the night of the shooting, the world had just felt darker. His mom had inevitably found out, meaning there was no place he could go to pretend it had never happened. He couldn’t help but look over his shoulder after dark. He had installed two more deadbolts on his apartment door and deactivated his social media. He got rid of everything that was designed to kill time and numb the senses, and discontinued all streaming services. There was a determination to root out all darkness from his life and replace it with God. But lately, that didn’t seem to be working.

    That night at the grocery store had its own hold on Chris, and somehow, it was worse. This strange man - whoever he was - seemed to have all the ideas of an acid-crazed lunatic, but he wore a sharp suit, looked to be relatively young and in good health, and even spoke quite eloquently. And the words he delivered so passionately? They were not ones of mere atheism - they were of a man who believed in and hated God. Yet he did not only seem to hate him, but wanted to oppose him. Ultimately, Chris assumed the man was mentally ill. There was no other logical answer to his thought process. It still nagged him though. He felt like he had been personally attacked, left as prey to a ravenous beast. Day after day, he was screaming prayers in his head, asking God why and how this was happening to him. What purpose was this serving? Who could this possibly help? And who could he ever tell this to?

    “You need to show up,” he prayed in as soft a whisper as he could.

    Finally, he opened his eyes. He wasn’t on break. He needed to get back to his work. Pushing a paper clip to the corner of the folder in front of him, he opened it and walked towards his first patient.

    ---

    Chris gently shut the door as he exited the room. Four of the last five patients had been sleeping, and right now, that was preferable. He put the final folder on top as he walked towards the corresponding room. He covered a big yawn as he gently opened the door, glancing at the file with watery eyes. Now standing in the room, he blinked and re-read the name. Rubbing his right eye as he gave a final read, Chris looked up.

    “Chris Addiman?” Anna Lane had a surprised but sunny expression.

    Chris stared at her for a moment. A radiant smile formed on its own as he lowered the folder and walked to her side.

    “Anna!” he exclaimed without thinking.

    At this moment, he remembered she was a patient in a hospital.

    “What the heck?” he began as he looked first at her wrapped shoulder and then back at the open file.

    Anna looked at the end of the bed for a moment, grinning simply because of the whole, convoluted situation. After what seemed like an exceptionally long moment of reading, Chris slowly looked at her with a horrified stare.

    “I’m going to be alright,” Anna said with a reassuring smile.

    Chris pulled over a chair without looking and sat, his expression relaxing only slightly. They held eye contact for a moment. Chris’ final year in college had seen himself and Anna have two classes together, and though they did not sit together or talk, he had developed more than a simple crush on her. He hadn’t been able to help but notice that she was more often looking at a book than a screen, and was more likely to be responding to someone than speaking first. She also had a reserved beauty about her, was athletic, and took every opportunity to be outdoors. They seemed to have like personalities, and that implanted a deep admiration in Chris. More than that, he simply had a desire to know her; to develop a friendship. Their mutual timidness, however, had prevented that from ever happening. At one point after graduation, he’d prayed for help in either forgetting about Anna, or to have another chance with her somehow. Years had passed, and to his frustration, she just wouldn’t quite leave his mind.

    Now, as her wavy, light brown hair caught the afternoon sun, Chris felt a slight shortness of breath and realized that maybe, just maybe, that prayer might have been answered after all.

    “I just got here today,” Anna said finally. “It’s a bit of a crazy story.”

    “I’d be glad to hear it,” Chris said, all too enthusiastically.

    He briefly glanced at her shoulder again and then back at her.

    “I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I don’t mean to-”

    “No, no, it’s really kind of a miracle,” Anna answered with confidence.

    She was about to go on, but noticed the stack of folders Chris was still holding.

    “But, don’t you need to…”

    She tried to gesture by looking at Chris and then back at the folders.

    “Work?” she asked.

    Chris glanced down at the folders, then at the clock on the wall.

    “I get a break in like, twenty minutes,” he stated with an energetic determination. “Can I bring you something from the cafe? A cappuccino?”

    Now Anna smiled warmly, without really trying.

    “Chai tea?” she asked graciously.

    Chris returned the smile.

    “Sounds good.”

    He got up and quickly headed out the door. Roughly ten seconds later, he was back with an embarrassed grin.

    “Right. Your vitals.”

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    October 27, 7:00 a.m.

    Southland Tower, Manhattan

    

    The stainless steel elevator door opened on level 50 once again. And again, Sofie made her way through the busy floor towards the Vault. She had mostly hidden her limp, and hadn’t wanted to let anyone know about the debacle in Mexico. But the more she played out different scenarios in her head, she knew she had to. She took notice of the looks given to her as she walked past screens, tables, and cubicles. Some people were more nonchalant than others. One particular young analyst straight out stared at her for the entirety of her walk past him. Sofie sighed deeply as she neared the door. Evidently, the news had already broken, and her calculated plan to break it was out the window.

    “Sofia, wait.”

    The voice was that of Monica Platovich, the blonde woman who often acted as Micah’s second-in-command. Sofie glanced quickly to her right. She had hoped to get lectured by everyone at once, not in separate sessions. She braced as Monica continued toward her briskly. Without warning, Monica’s arms opened as she embraced Sofie in a gentle, affectionate hug. Sofie stood there confused, not returning the gesture.

    “I can’t believe what happened. I’m so glad you’re alright,” Monica said as she finally stood back.

    Sofie had never seen such compassion from her or anyone here, and still did not know what to say. Monica opened the door with her own thumbprint and led them both in.

    “Micah’s waiting,” she continued as she began the set of security protocols on the second door.

    Now, Sofie had a question.

    “He’s livid, isn’t he,” she said hesitantly.

    “Oh, he’s upset,” Monica responded as she typed in the ten-digit code, the last line of security. “But not because of what happened. Only because you didn’t tell anyone.”

    As the door opened, Micah quickly turned from the screen on the far wall. One of his associates, Eric Ramirez, looked as well. Micah uncrossed his arms and walked over as the two women stepped into the room.

    “Sofia Lane,” he began, slowing to a standstill.

    There was brief but painful silence. He was not the most intimidating man ever; he had relatively short, brown hair which was brushed to the side, a slim figure, and average height. He was only 38, and looked like he could be coaching little league or stocking grocery shelves.

    “Well done,” he exclaimed with an uncharacteristically large smile. “I think you picked up a real lead down in Peto. We’ve been intercepting loads of data.”

    He walked to the center table, which had its own built-in touchscreens showing various data. Sofie kept her confused look as Monica and Eric enthusiastically observed what Micah was displaying.

    “There is obviously a hive of activity nearby, and although you didn’t manage to bring back any concrete evidence, your ‘guardian angel’ helped you keep your identity a secret.”

    Sofie had remained still, but now stepped closer. All three people glanced at her and then back to the table as Micah brought up a new piece of information.

    “I do wish you had told us, Sofia.”

    Micah looked at her briefly and continued.

    “We might have been able to send in a team to locate the ringleaders and hunt them down right away,” he said, returning to the screen.

    Sofie shifted her posture. She felt a little more relieved than she had expected, and certainly wasn’t going to ask how they had nailed down every detail of what had happened. This was their trade.

    “We’ve confirmed from piecing together falsified documents, travel itineraries, and long trails of expense reports, that the two men you killed outside the ER in Downtown were, in fact, not federal agents. They were likely independent contractors, and were in ongoing contact with various people from Peto, Altar, and possibly, even our own government.”

    He stood straight and spoke up a little, looking between the three listeners.

    “And I am convinced that the three are connected.”

    Again, there was silence. Monica leaned in, looking intently at him. He stood still as if waiting for applause. Eventually, Eric and Sofie looked at Monica, as she still silently tried to get Micah’s attention.

    “The two,” Monica said in a barely-audible whisper.

    Micah looked blank for just a second.

    “Right,” he exclaimed finally as he turned to a startled Sofie. “There were two different people in your two encounters. The male nurse you mentioned in passing, and the woman in Mexico. We found out about her when the Bureau reported it.”

    Sofie straightened herself. She was not prepared for whatever questions she assumed were coming.

    “One of them almost helped us get what we needed on Altar, and one saved your life.”

    Micah took a step back, and began walking around Eric and Monica, toward Sofie.

    “Were they coincidences? Probably. But two very brave people helped us, with no regard for their own safety, and we’re going to meet them. We’re going to reward them, and we’re going to offer them a big opportunity.”

    Sofie had not gotten to tell them the important truth about one of the people. Micah stopped a few feet from Sofie, roughly equidistant from all three people. He looked each one in the eyes briefly.

    “And lucky for us, they’re both in the same building, thirteen blocks away.”

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    October 27, 12:05 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Anna never expected to be smiling so much while sitting in a wheelchair. Yet her time with Chris yesterday had been full of laughs, stories, and deep, personal talk. He was a like spirit when they were in college, yes, but she had thought she’d never see him again. In the last couple of years, Anna had told herself that she would remain single until, and only if, God made it clear that there was someone for her. She had almost been content in it staying that way. But in the forty-five minutes she had spent with Chris, she had started to get to know him, and now, she thought, she wanted to spend more time with him. Their talk ended only when her parents and brother had met him upon returning from dinner, which had reminded Chris that his break was long past. He had apparently felt the same way towards her, and now, she waited for their second ‘talk’.

    Glancing down from the clock, she gave her outfit another look. Her sharp blue jeans seemed to go well with the wooly, moss-green turtleneck she wore. She couldn’t do anything about the giant cast underneath, or the hiking boots which her family insisted were the ‘only pair of shoes’ she had back home. Everything seemed as good as it was going to be, but she then decided to gather her hair into a single, long twist and rest it on her injured shoulder. That mostly satisfied her. She waited in the silence of her hospital room. Her brother had returned home upstate, and her parents had graciously offered to go out for the afternoon after helping her dress. Apparently, this was Chris’ day off, which made their lunch even more meaningful. Slowly, Anna started zoning as she stared out at the silver sky. That’s when a light knock came from the half-open door.

    “Heya,” Chris said in an awkward, yet beaming manner.

    Anna couldn’t help but be happy when it was clear that Chris had as much joyful giddiness as she did.

    “Hi!” she smiled.

    “You look,” Chris had almost stuttered, but briefly paused instead. “You look great.”

    Anna only kept smiling.

    “Thanks, Chris.”

    Anna glanced at the floor bashfully. She hadn’t quite planned what she would do at this point. She could walk quite well actually, but the still-intense shoulder pain made crutches very difficult to use right now. As she eyed them leaning against the bed, Chris slid around her wheelchair without a word.

    “Ready?” he asked cheerfully.

    “Uh, yeah,” Anna stammered. “Let’s do this.”

    ---

    “Have you heard from the FBI or anyone? Is anything going to be done for her? Or you?”

    Anna looked utterly and completely out of answers.

    “Oh gosh, I’m sorry,” Chris said, as apologetically as he could. “Really. I can’t imagine how horrible an experience that is.”

    “I’m alive. I can tell an insanely crazy story and say I actually survived it,” Anna replied in good spirit.

    She dipped her tea bag up and down, taking advantage of the silence to be serious for a moment.

    “Actually, I’ve been kind of dramatic with God for the last couple of years,” she went on.

    Chris looked into Anna’s eyes as she gazed at her tea.

    “I keep saying, ‘God, please use me,’ or ‘God, I want to change the world for You.’”

    She smiled and shrugged as she spoke, still somewhat lost in her gaze.

    “And now, my family is fending off reporters, and I’m getting tons of, like, emails and posts and all this support from strangers. It’s like a ministry opportunity has been dropped right in front of me, and here I am, shy and timid as ever.”

    There was an unmistakable watery gleam in her eyes as she finally blinked herself back to reality and looked up at Chris. She didn’t want to talk about herself anymore.

    “What about you? What have you been doing since college?”

    She made an effort to change the direction. Chris was slow to accept the offer, but finally took the cue and obliged.

    “Well, uh, I guess just figuring out life like everybody else.”

    Both looked at their almost-empty cups now.

    “I can fly a helicopter,” Chris added in a chipper voice.

    Anna looked surprised. It was something fascinating and upbeat at the same time.

    “Yeah,” he grinned. “I flew medevac back home for a while. It was... EMT course, flight lessons part-time, eighty-hour weeks for about six months, and then an application to Mercy Flight in Buffalo.”

    “That is cool,” Anna smiled.

    “Turns out it’s pretty nerve-wracking full time though,” he conceded. “So, I decided to get out, and ended up in nursing school.”

    “Well, I’m sure it will make an integral comeback at some point in your life,” she said in a humorous, vague reference to when they had briefly nitpicked blockbuster movies on the walk down here.

    Immediately, she stopped smiling as Chris leaned in and became ever so serious himself.

    “Anna,” he seemed hesitant to go on. “I... I can’t believe I’m about to say this...”

    He appeared to strengthen himself as he briefly looked out the cafe window, then to the table, then back at Anna.

    “I really felt a draw to you when I was at college. We had so little interaction, but we had like personalities, you know? I could sense it. I never thought I’d see you again, and yet here we are.”

    He had obviously planned this all day, and maybe more.

    “And, well,” he said before pausing, his face beet red. “I really want to see you again. I want to get to know you, and laugh with you, and pour out my heart with you, and...”

    He stammered only briefly, then grew more confident as he looked her in the eye again.

    “...and be afraid with you, and hopeful with you, and pray with you.”

    Anna had sincerely felt the same, yet her reaction came out as a giggle. Mostly, it was because she was so happy, but also because he looked totally exhausted. Mildly confused, Chris finally started to laugh as well. They grew so giggly, in fact, that Anna thought a man was coming over to mock them.

    “Hi Chris, Anna,” the man said as he pulled a chair up backwards to the table and straddled it to sit facing them.

    They had slowly stopped laughing, their expressions quickly becoming perplexed.

    “I don’t want to keep you, you guys make a sweet couple,” he continued, glancing at Chris’ empty mug. “I’m Special Agent Micah Southland, FBI.”

    He put away his badge and held out his hand for a shake, to which Chris confusedly consented.

    “Hello-” Chris barely said.

    “I know you both have had life-death encounters recently,” he said, now holding his hand out to Anna, who didn’t even notice. “All I’m gonna say is, you played a part in something far bigger than you know.”

    He put his hand down, though he continued turning to look at both of them as he spoke.

    “The thing is, it’s going to get bigger and more dangerous, and right now, I’m the only one who seems to be onto it. See, what you did right outside the ER here,” he said, looking at Chris.

    “And what you did in Mexico,” he said as he turned to Anna. “They’re connected.”

    Anna and Chris looked at each other, puzzled, and then back to the agent. Finally he slowed down, but not enough to let them speak.

    “Look. Certain people might be interested in you both for what you did, and not in a good way. I want you to know that I’m gonna watch over you.”

    His tone was now as happy as it had been up to this point.

    “But, you two might be able to help me end this whole thing, once and for all.”

    The agent looked at the table, seemingly taking in every boring detail of the sugar packets and used silverware.

    “I know it’s a lot to hear at once,” he said, putting his hands on his thighs and then getting up. “I’ll be in touch soon.”

    He then whisked his chair around to the table next to them and turned to leave, but paused for a moment.

    “And again, you guys make the perfect couple.”

    

  
    

    
      HALEY
    

    

    October 29, 3:00 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    With one more difficult motion, the bolt came tumbling out of its socket, releasing a shower of caked grease and metal shavings. Undeterred, Haley Fielding held it in her teeth and raised the flashlight. Eyeing the entire length of the axle, she saw that the situation was next to hopeless. At that point, the sound of footsteps could be heard, stopping just inside the garage door. Preferring to work undisturbed, Haley waited a moment. She hoped the person might leave, but judging by the placement of their feet, they were looking directly at her. After a pained sigh, Haley wheeled herself out from under the manure spreader to see Brandon Forester looking at her.

    “Whoa,” she blurted, lacking her usual, quirky but confident tone. “Um, hey.”

    She sat up and tried to wipe some of the grime from her face.

    “Hey,” Brandon replied straightforwardly, his hands in his pockets. “How are ya?”

    Haley decided to remain seated.

    “Filthy as ever,” she replied lightly, still cleaning her face with a rag. “And how are you?”

    Brandon raised himself up and down on his toes, hands still in his pockets. It was typical smalltalk fashion.

    “Same, boring Brandon,” he replied with a smile.

    The brief conversation had held promise, but with that, Haley wanted to be alone again.

    “So,” she said, now wiping down her wrench. “What do you need?”

    Art suddenly walked in through the back room.

    “Ah, there he is,” Brandon replied matter-of-factly.

    Art looked surprised, then intent as he walked over.

    “Did you have anything?”

    Brandon smiled.

    “I do.”

    He looked at Haley nonchalantly.

    “Should I…”

    He awkwardly spoke somewhere in between a whisper and normal conversation. With a mental rolling of the eyes, Haley got herself up off the creeper.

    “I’ll head out,” she said without affect.

    Brandon looked almost sorry as she walked out the open garage bay door.

    “Hey, it was nice seeing you,” he offered.

    Haley only briefly glanced back, returning a halfhearted smile before she left. There was no real reason why things would be better than they were last time they were together, Haley thought as she walked to the barn. She had first met Brandon almost three years ago, when Art had invited him to stay at the farm on leave. It had been just a couple days, so he had stayed here despite the family having never met him. It turned out he was an honorable and kind person, so he got along great with everyone. Haley, though, had fallen for him quite seriously, and had asked Art about him frequently after that.

    Haley threw a couple flakes of hay into each of four horse stalls. She did it with force, somewhat indignant at being treated like a child. It probably wasn’t just this, she thought. It had been a rough couple of years. After her mother’s death, she had worked at her father’s tractor garage almost full time, while still finishing her Bachelor’s in Engineering at SUNY Polytechnic Institute. With Art in the military, Haley often felt like she did the brunt of the work at home; holding the family together. After graduation, here she was still working full time.

    As she filled the last bucket with water and closed the last stall, she headed for the barn door. It was still mid-afternoon, but she was the only one who would be taking care of the horses, so she did it early and planned to make supper. As she shut the barn door, Haley thought about the date she and Brandon went on several months after his visit. She remembered how special she felt; how charming Brandon had been. She hated to use the word “magical,” but it seemed to be the only one that did that date justice. The hike, the dinner, and the music festival; it was all the stuff of dreams. Approaching the porch steps, she finally wondered, as she had so many times, why she had never heard from Brandon again after that night.

    Inside, Haley put some water on the stove and found an opened box of spaghetti. Almost every night, she was tempted to make dinner for herself only. Dad was sitting on the couch with the television muted, and Silas was nowhere to be found. Art and Brandon were hanging out at the shop. It was the thought of Brooke, and of their mother, that pushed Haley to make dinner for everyone. Both women had been servants at heart. Both would have given of their time for anybody, let alone for their family. Putting another box of pasta on the counter, Haley turned to the living room.

    “Dad, have you seen Silas?” she asked as she approached. “Art is outside. I don’t know if Brandon is stay-”

    Haley noticed an envelope with the seal of Utica’s Downtown Hospital, open on the coffee table. Her dad sat on the couch, holding a folded piece of paper in one hand, and his face in the other. Haley stood motionless, her eyes wide.

    “Dad?”

    

  
    

    
      STEVEN
    

    

    October 31, 12:00 p.m.

    Grand Central Station, Manhattan

    

    Regrets were growing. This had seemed like a solid idea at the time, but now, in a noontime rush at one of Manhattan’s busiest transportation hubs, it seemed more like a recipe for disaster. Steven scanned person after person after harried person, hoping to find Silas at the terminal. Part of him hoped that Silas had ducked out at the last second. Steven himself was questioning how much longer he would remain at Altar, so why would he drag in someone in as volatile a situation as Silas? The kid was hurting, and angry, and probably not in a state of mind to do his best in the nation’s largest city.

    That’s when the light blue Comets cap came into view. Steven sighed. The ball was rolling now. Where it would go, what damage it would do, there was no way of knowing. But now, he had an extra responsibility in this city.

    “Silas!” he shouted.

    It took two more shouts to get a glance from him. He didn’t smile, but it seemed there was some small sense of calm in his expression upon making eye contact. Steven hoped so, anyway. They finally got to each other.

    “You made it, Sy,” Steven said warmly.

    “Hey man,” came the response. “Where to?”

    Better than nothing.

    “How was the trip?”

    Silas pulled up his backpack, looking around for a moment.

    “I think this is a good thing,” he said almost mystically, finally looking to Steven. “I think I need to be here.”

    Steven straightened a little.

    “Good,” he responded. “Let’s get a cab.”

    ---

    This was going better than expected, Steven thought as he washed his hands. Shutting off the water, he looked into the mirror. The Altar staff apartment was exquisitely appointed, from the stainless steel appliances and faucets to the balcony, massive bedroom, and even a jacuzzi. Of course, very few employees received such treatment. The corporation had supposedly done this after hearing of Silas’ recent family tragedy, and due to the temporary nature of the internship. In truth, this was next to nothing for Altar. But they almost seemed too enthusiastic to take Silas into their ranks, as if he was of some interest to them.

    Steven dried his hands as he heard the microwave ring. At least he’d be working near Silas. The TV turning on snapped Steven to finally leave the bathroom.

    “So,” Silas said with a mouthful of lo mein. “Do you know anyone else on this floor?”

    “I haven’t a clue,” he said. “But again, I don’t live here, so you’ll probably meet people pretty quick.”

    The commercial on AMC prompted him to pick up the remote to check baseball scores.

    “And besides, everyone wants to come see the guy with the penthouse.”

    “This isn’t a penthouse,” Silas replied without looking up from his carton.

    Steven only grinned.

    “You’ll see.”

    Suddenly that uneasy feeling hit him again. What exactly might he be allowing into Silas’ life by putting him here? He stared without expression at the Mets game. Minutes went by, his stomach growing more turbulent. When Silas finally took the remote from his hand, Steven snapped out of it and set his food on the coffee table.

    “Well Sy, I should get going.”

    Silas looked puzzled, having just spoken to him twice without response. Finally, he muted the TV.

    “How about we say a quick thank you that you made it here safe?”

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    November 02, 7:40 a.m.

    Altar Tower, Manhattan

    

    New job nerves had seemed as though they weren’t going to be a problem here. That is, until the doors of the Altar Building’s lobby swung open. Silas hadn’t even passed the threshold before the air was rich with the commotion of voices, telephones, and what seemed to be various printing processes. A shiny, granite floor reflected the sunlight coming through the windowed front facade, as well as lighting fixtures on the ground level and the open stairway to the second level. It took a moment to pan across the scene and take in all that was happening. A dark-haired man barely into his thirties was talking on his phone while straining to look at his watch and keep a large stack of papers under his arm, all while walking straight towards the door behind Silas. Silas watched his rapid approach, realizing almost too late that the man had no intentions of avoiding him. As the man’s elbow quickly brushed him, Silas heard his name called.

    “Mr. Fielding?”

    It was a woman’s voice. Making a slow scan all the way around the room, Silas finally saw the tall brunette woman in a lab coat, probably in her mid to late forties, smiling at him.

    “You’re Mr. Nash’s new hiree?” she asked.

    Silas only vaguely remembered the name from one of the many Altar-labeled pieces of paper he had filled out. Still, he nodded and made his way to the woman.

    “Yes ma’am.”

    “Oh good,” she said warmly. “I’m Marybeth Reynolds with HR. So good to have you on board.”

    With a beckoning nod, she led them up the right-hand staircase to the second level. They turned right and headed down a hallway, making a left upon reaching some sort of reception desk.

    “This is one of the employee lounges,” she said as she swung open a dark, polished wooden door with tinted glass. “And in back is a locker room. You already have a locker with your lab coat waiting.”

    Silas took a moment to understand that she was holding the door open as a hint to get changed out of his street clothes.

    “Oh! Right, I’ll be out in just a sec,” he said hurriedly.

    Mrs. Reynolds only kept smiling as she finally let the door swing closed and waited outside. Normally, such a sunny, happy performance was off-putting for Silas, and in the past few weeks, he would have hated it even more. But this new environment was even more intimidating than he had anticipated. He was now employed by a multinational corporation, however temporary or low-level his position, and he was still trying to figure out why. Sure, a close friend worked here and may have pulled some strings, but this seemed like an opportunity meant for someone with a lot more going for them.

    Removing his jacket and sweater, he opened the already-ajar door to his locker and took the lab coat hanging inside. Buttoning from the bottom up, he kept trying to grasp where he was. This was the kind of place someone in a movie went to, not a farm kid from the sticks in Upstate. This would have been the sort of thing he would have dreamed about a few years back, even prayed for, but he did much less of either of those anymore. He was not the person he had hoped to be. He was not the person his sister had been. He snapped the last button and paused on that thought, staring blankly into the locker.

    Yet here I am.

    Silas wished he could talk to Brooke one more time, to gain just a little of her God-given insight. He tried to imagine what she’d do in his position. The silence that had swallowed the room emphasized the ticking of the clock on the wall, drawing his attention.

    She’d use every moment she was given.

    Somehow, the slightest smile crept across his face. Silas turned to the locker, shut it firmly, and strode back to the door to the hallway. Stepping outside, he didn’t find Ms. Reynolds. The place was still noisy, with a lot of foot traffic. Silas looked left down the hallway, slowly scanning right to the adjacent hallway they had originally come from. People he could only assume to be doctors, lab technicians, accountants, lawyers, marketers, public rela-

    His gaze suddenly caught a very beautiful young woman. She had fair skin and long, raven-black hair. She wore a lab coat, and was walking down the adjacent hallway toward the lobby, when at the last second, her brown eyes met with Silas’ blue ones. Before he could react in any meaningful way, the girl was past the corner. He stood still, and for a split second almost forgot everything else.

    “Fielding!”

    The man’s voice was as commanding as it was shocking. Silas turned around to see a tall, white-haired fortysomething approaching with a stern yet reassuring expression, and an outstretched hand.

    “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said with a mild chuckle. “I’m Frank Nash. I run the Special Projects around here.”

    His handshake, while not enough to break Silas’ hand, instantly signalled the guy was ex-military, as did his intense build.

    “So, you’re Steven’s friend that he’s been talking so much about.”

    “I am?” Silas was surprised to hear of any recognition regarding his own name, much less reputation.

    “Well,” the man started, “He does tend to get passionate about, uh… certain things.” He finally let go of Silas’ hand. “Anyways, it’s your first day. Keep your eyes open. You might actually learn a lot here.”

    He turned and began leading the way deeper into the bustling hive of busyness.

    ---

    The lounge door shut behind him, finally granting some solitude after a surprisingly exhausting day of training. Silas pushed himself past the luxuriously comfy-looking chairs and into the locker room. There, he found his locker and briskly removed his lab coat. Taking his phone from inside and checking the weather, he quickly put it down to avoid checking social media or entertainment of any kind. This had been easier to do lately, as he found himself being less and less interested in the happy, interesting, even exciting lives of others and the world around him. Begrudgingly, he put on his fleece cardigan and winter squall jacket in preparation for the bitter, windy cold of the Manhattan streets. Finally, he pocketed his phone, took up his small drawstring bag, and headed out of the lounge.

    Though there was considerably less traffic compared to earlier, the place was still humming with activity no matter where he went. Without too much trouble, he took the right down the hallway to the open lobby, and made his way down the stairs to the ground floor. Yet another feature that the movies got right was the seemingly blank preoccupation of every person around him. Each went about their business with laser-like focus, as though they were the only sentient being here; the only life being lived at all. Now he knew why so many looked at a general downward angle most of the time, ignoring and being ignored and trying to get somewhere where perhaps they mattered to someone.

    So, as the figure stepped into the path he was making for the door, he course-corrected in an attempt to go around her, belatedly hearing what seemed to be her speaking his name. He finally slowed to a halt and looked up, where he saw brown eyes gazing into his own. Long black hair, put into a ponytail, contrasted the white wool coat it rested on as the young woman spoke again.

    “You’re Silas, right?” she asked politely.

    “Yes,” he replied quickly, though how he was able to do so, he did not know.

    “I heard you were starting today.” she went on. “I saw you with Nash, but didn’t get a chance to meet. We’ll be working on the same floor,” she smiled.

    “Really?” Silas responded, feeling immediately self-conscious about his delivery. “I don’t think I’ve…” he trailed off.

    “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry!” she said with a slight blush, looking at the floor for the first time. “I’m Corinne. Corinne Lieran.”

    She looked back up at Silas, who was himself smiling, if only a little. Such a kind introduction would have been welcomed from anyone, but from this lovely young woman, he could hardly believe how quickly the mood had turned. Actually, he briefly thought, this girl was strangely flirtatious with someone she literally was just meeting now. But would he really let something like that put him off?

    She lightly nodded a lock of hair from her face. “You can call me Corie.”

    Silas returned a smile of equal measure.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    November 02, 5:40 p.m.

    Southland Tower, Manhattan

    

    Sixteen tabs were currently open on the laptop, while Sofie had told herself she wouldn’t exceed ten. Of course, she had made a similar demand of herself at five and seven. Still, with another mildly interesting-looking article beckoning at the side of the page, she right clicked and added a tab. She now had no real motivation to stop, knowing that eventually, either the battery power, back pain, hunger, or some outside entity would force her to do so. Why she was now reading the latest news on an up-and-coming pop star whose name barely registered in her memory, she couldn’t tell. Somewhere along the line, she had intentionally deviated from the social media of her sister. With a glazed look, she slowly panned left across the list of tabs, seeing little more than a word on each one, remembering what some were, and not so with others. She stopped on the third from the left.

    “Anna La-” it read, cut short due to lack of space.

    With a short pause, Sofie clicked. Instantly, a mix of regret, longing, heartache, and a few wonderful memories hit her hard. One album slowly revealed to her pictures of each of her adopted family members, some in groups, some in pairs, and some on their own. Some, of course, featured Sofie herself. One was with the older brother, Josh, when he took Sofie fishing at Lake George. It was a distant memory, where she figured she couldn’t have been more than twelve.

    She was much happier.

    Another one, less winsome than it might have seemed at first glance, was sixteen-year-old Sofie with Brenda and Joe, the parents, in front of the 2013 Civic they had bought to celebrate her birthday. She quickly scrolled. Had she not wrecked the car three weeks later, it wouldn’t have been quite so foul a memory.

    When she paused to let more pictures load, one on the bottom showed herself and Anna in the woods, dressed for autumn. Painful feelings melted away for a moment. The production quality of the photo seemed strangely high, to the point that she tried to remember who had taken it. Indeed, she thought, the two of them could have been in a fall fashion catalog. Anna looked at the camera with an inviting, adventurous wonder, and Sofie had just let her hands down from throwing a bunch of leaves in the air. At this, Sofie couldn’t help but smile.

    As if on cue, noise came from a distant door shutting, reminding her where she was, and how incredibly ancient those memories seemed. She glanced above the screen. It was the first distracting noise in what seemed like hours. Not seeing any movement, and with most of the lights on this floor turned off or dimmed, she looked back down. A moment later, for no specific reason, she glanced over her right shoulder, again finding no movement. At this point, it seemed only natural to look over her other shoulder, and then finally, to stand up and stretch. This small desk in the center of the level, between two structural pillars, was an ideal spot for browsing on a laptop, she had figured. It had been her own suggestion to convert it as such anyways. She turned around, looking away from the laptop and checking her watch, which reminded her that she had just seen the time on the computer.

    “Sofie?” asked Monica.

    Sofie jumped horribly, but quickly spun around to focus on her sudden visitor.

    “Did they shut your power off?” Monica questioned in a tone of deadpan humor.

    Sofie finally breathed out what could barely be called a chuckle as she looked back down to the laptop.

    “No,” she said with a light grin as she closed all the tabs, unsure if she should add anything to the sentence.

    Monica took a step forward with a more serious expression.

    “I don’t want to pretend to be an old timer or anything,” she began, “but in my career I’ve learned more than I ever wanted to about keeping secrets.”

    Sofie closed the laptop and looked up. Monica was looking at the floor - or the desk, it was hard to tell - as she seemed to draw on some deep memories of her own.

    “They have a way of expanding in your mind. Kind of like ice,” she went on. “And ice can do a heck of a lot of damage.”

    Sofie’s eyebrows went down slightly, a mixed expression of confusion and surprise. She thought about making a joke of it in some way.

    “Wow,” she finally said, but instantly knew Monica was being honestly serious, and decided to respond accordingly. “I guess I’ve never heard it put like that.”

    Monica pulled a chair from her right and set it on the opposite side of the desk before taking a relaxed seat.

    “Alright, maybe I do like to pretend to be an old timer,” she confessed with a grin.

    She did one of her classic, thoughtful pauses, drifting her gaze from the desk, to her own feet, and finally to her hands as she clasped them together. This coming conversation was not one that Sofie had planned, but she realized she truly had nothing better to do tonight. She finally made a slow descent back into her chair.

    “Listen,” Monica went on. “Don’t think I don’t know what a crazy experience you must be going through working here. I thought my twenties were rough, but you...”

    She finally looked up.

    “You are an absolutely awe-inspiring young woman.”

    The comment hit Sofie rather out of left field. Kind and calm as Monica proved to be, she was also quiet and calculating; seemingly always working some sort of math problem in her head, one step in front of everyone else; the stereotypical ‘quiet one’.

    “But it seems like something’s been different,” Monica continued. “And not just the awful, violent...” - she seemed to be searching for specific words - “...horrible things you’ve been through recently.”

    Sofie looked down again as Monica looked her in the eye. After a moment, Monica leaned in.

    “Something else is going on. Something you’ve been wanting to get out into the open.”

    All was silent. Sofie looked down at her fingernails as she fumbled her thumbs across them. She hoped the silence would go away on its own, but after what seemed like several very long minutes, that was clearly not going to happen, nor was Monica going to budge.

    “I’m adopted,” she said without expression.

    The pause continued yet again. She couldn’t tell, and didn’t care all that much, but Monica didn’t seem to move.

    “They were great,” she went on. “Really great.”

    Sofie spoke with a slight smile as she got lost in gazing at her thumbs.

    “Great, good, wonderful Christian family.”

    After a moment, she broke her gaze to look up at Monica.

    “Sorry, I don’t mean to say it like-”

    Monica leaned back ever so slightly and nodded the comment off. Sofie returned her gaze to her thumbs.

    “But I was just…” she shook her head as if searching for words. “...just, restless, I guess. A restless, stubborn, confused rebel. I did everything to make their lives hell, and I expected them to hate me for it.”

    Sofie chuckled just slightly, finally realizing it was time to put her hands to her sides. She brought her gaze to the surface of the table, and then to Monica for a brief moment.

    “But they didn’t, for some reason.”

    Monica spoke without hesitation.

    “Are you on good terms with them now?”

    Sofie waited.

    “No. Not really,” she replied.

    Monica looked as though she had found one piece of a massive puzzle.

    “So, I heard some of what led up to Micah getting you on board here,” she began. “That all started back home?”

    Sofie sat straighter.

    “I got a job at the Farms place in Albany. Worked my way up to shift manager and ended up making some pretty good double-dippings. That’s when Micah showed up. I’m sure none of it was orchestrated,” she finished with sarcasm.

    Monica finally relaxed somewhat, wanting to smile but knowing enough not to. Southland Farms was the mostly-legitimate higher-end fast food chain Micah had started, not long after inheriting the Southland Corporation from his uncle. It had become a strong entity on its own; a quite brilliant source of revenue for the parent company. Of course, as with his many off-shoots, whether or not they were illegitimate fronts, he always seemed to keep tabs on everything that went on in them at all times. He often set traps for individuals who rose through the ranks, sometimes seeing something in them and allowing them to stay, but more often firing them. And here, Monica realized, was an even rarer individual who made it all the way to the nerve center. How Micah knew Sofie would pay off was a mystery, but clearly he had been right.

    “Listen,” Sofie began with a hint of frustration, “I’m beyond exhausted. Can I leave now?”

    She stood up and grabbed her coat anyway. Monica was unmoved.

    “This will all come to light, whether you say anything or not,” she warned.

    Sofie looked threatened.

    “Not from me,” Monica quickly clarified. “I’m just saying-”

    “I know,” Sofie interrupted, zipping her jacket. “Secrets and ice.”

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    November 03, 6:30 a.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    A night spent searching scores of articles had left Chris precious little time for sleep, and in the end he had gotten no more than a couple hours. Not unheard of; not ideal. He downed two ibuprofens with his last sip of coffee, which went down dreadfully, and dropped the paper cup in the nearest trash can. It was especially frigid this morning, but that was not the first thing on his mind right now. The man who had introduced himself as Micah Southland appeared to be the same one who founded the restaurant chain, and so far as he could tell, the man was also an actual FBI agent. But none of it really made sense.

    Chris had also found that the hospital shooting had all but disappeared in the media. What remained amounted to little more than scattered conspiracy theories and secondhand accounts on the internet. He hurriedly jaywalked across an empty street after looking both ways twice. Did this Southland guy have something to do with it? What about Chris’ captors? What was the story behind them? And what kind of danger was he now in?

    And Anna. What about her? He had an opportunity he never, ever thought he would get, and now she was supposedly wrapped up in this, too. As the gleaming, glass-and-steel tower came into sight from behind a brick twelve-story, Chris hoped he would soon have some answers.

    ---

    “Wait, so you’re a fed, too?” Chris asked with some alarm, following Eric Ramirez as he led them out of the elevator to some subterranean level. Walking around a couple corners, it opened up into what appeared to be a shooting range. A few phrases of disbelief went through his head, but none of them came out. He simply looked at the sandbags, targets, and piles of munitions boxes. The level was understandably not as full of people as the lobby had been. Ramirez walked ahead to talk to the two individuals who stood by a small table. One of them was Southland.

    “Chris! You made it!” Micah said, beckoning him over cheerfully.

    Chris approached without any real haste, worried that if he did indeed leave this increasingly creepy place, he would only have more questions than he arrived with.

    “Chris, thank you so much for being here. Obviously, you’ve already met Eric, and this super-spy here is Special Agent Monica Platovich.”

    “Nice to meet you,” she said with a professional smile as she shook his hand. “Here’s your ID,” she added as she handed him a small lanyard.

    “ID?” He said as he fumbled with the card. “Um, I was thinking we were just going to go over some questions I had.”

    “Questions?” Micah asked, seemingly surprised.

    He stepped over to the table, picked up an assault rifle, and loaded a magazine. Finally, he whipped the charging handle backwards, like something out of a video game.

    “Like what?”

    Chris stuttered in his mind for a moment.

    Where to begin?

    “I guess,” he started, but was interrupted by the sound of the elevator opening somewhere behind him.

    Everyone glanced towards the sound. The echoes of approaching footsteps grew louder.

    “Ah boy,” Micah said, stepping in that direction and handing Chris the weapon as he went.

    Monica followed, handing Chris a pair of earplugs as she did so. Only Eric stayed where he was, as Chris shoved the earplugs in his pocket and finally turned around.

    “Sofia, you’re here,” Micah said in only a slightly damper tone than he had used on Chris.

    He seemed to lean in and say something to her in a hushed voice, to which the young woman responded with a wide-eyed glance at Chris. She had apparently just noticed him. After Monica added something of her own, the redhead slowly approached, flanked by the two agents.

    “Chris, this super-spy here-”

    “Sofia,” she interrupted Micah bluntly. “Sofia is all.”

    Neither of them offered a handshake, so Chris simply responded, “Hi.”

    Everyone allowed the painful pause to pass. Sofie finally picked up.

    “I uh...”

    She seemed to almost try to say it more gently.

    “I hit you in the face. Sorry about that.”

    Chris didn’t get it, and assumed there was a punchline still to come.

    “And killed those two men.”

    That knocked the wind out of Chris. His expression changed several times, until it became one of near-terror. He looked from Monica to Micah.

    “What?” he exclaimed. “What is going on?”

    He gripped the rifle more tightly, still looking from person to person.

    “She’s an operative,” Micah tried to say in a calming fashion. “She just does a little reconnaissance, grabs a little intel here and there… and… well, things just happened to go a little south that night.”

    With that, Monica crossed her arms and sighed. Chris turned around to Eric. The tall, dark-haired agent didn’t make eye contact, but only began walking forward. He headed straight and disappeared from the direction they had come. Chris turned back to Micah, who took a step towards him.

    “Chris, maybe I should start over. Those were some hired guns that were killed that night. Maybe even terrorists. I can prove it to you. Sofia here saved your life. I had hoped to reveal this all a little differently,” he said with a stern glance back at her. “But your world is not as safe as it was a month ago. You’re on their radar now.”

    He took another step closer.

    “And the only way I can guarantee your safety is to bring you into the loop.”

    Chris held a resolute stare at Micah and clung to the rifle, which had now risen several inches from the ground.

    “And what are you going to do to get me out of it?” he asked.

    There was a long pause.

    “I wish it were that simple,” Micah eventually said with disappointment.

    “Oh,” Chris replied with amusement and a degree of sass. “It is for me. I’m a nurse, not a killer.”

    Micah pointed a finger at him and quickly responded.

    “You’re also a pilot. And an aspiring doctor,” he said with zest, still pointing but beginning to pace. “And, you’re a God fearing man, just like Monica here.”

    He patted her shoulder as he paced, finally coming to a stop facing away from everyone. Chris glanced at Monica, who simply rolled her eyes.

    “I don’t need any more killers, Chris,” he said earnestly as he turned to him. “I need someone with a level head on his shoulders.”

    He began to approach again.

    “I need someone I can trust,” Micah added, walking until he stopped just short of Chris. “I need you.”

    As if on cue, the distant sound of the elevator door opening could be heard, and the familiar, growing noise of approaching footsteps. Chris was quite unmoved by the speech, but watched as first Monica, then Sofia and Micah turned to see Eric approaching, a young woman behind him.

    “Ah, boy,” Micah sighed.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    November 03, 5:55 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    The temperature must have risen thirty degrees as the door opened into the apartment. Anna followed her sister out of the dark hallway and inside, closing the door behind her. Sofia took her coat off and threw it on the couch as she made for the kitchen. Anna looked around, utterly reluctant to take her coat off, much less stay here. But for the time being, she had no other options. She had long missed her scheduled flight to Syracuse, which she had promptly told her mom about on the phone. She explained that she had had to meet with some federal investigators who were following up on her ordeal, and that they would accommodate her overnight. That was all true, but far more difficult for her to deal with in person. Neither she nor Sofia had said a word to each other since leaving the tower. For Anna, everything that had happened today was beyond belief.

    Scanning the lightly-furnished apartment, she still contemplated finding her own place to stay the night, even if it was one of JFK’s terminals. She had even scanned Amtrak rates on the drive over here. But she knew she needed to be brave now. In the several hours she had spent at Southland’s headquarters, she had been laboriously briefed on how her own experiences had connected to those of Chris, Sofia, the Fieldings, and a multitude of others. She had received further information on what the FBI was doing, and what the corporation was going to do to supplement, or in Micah’s words, “fix” that.

    As absurd as it all seemed, she couldn’t just rule it out as made-up. Micah Southland was a little eccentric, true, but he did a masterful job at presenting compelling evidence. He concluded that Altar pharmaceuticals was somehow connected to, or even behind, the death of Brooke Fielding and near-deaths of Anna and her sister. There was also growing evidence that they were secretly producing sarin, an illegal chemical weapon. How, why, and with whom they were executing this diabolical plan, he could only speculate at this point.

    Anna’s gaze finally caught the streetside window. The last traces of red sunlight illuminated the stone gray building across from this one. She heard the refrigerator door shut, and turned to see Sofia walking into the dark, back bedroom.

    “Sofia,” she called gently.

    Sofia stopped without turning. Anna waited nonetheless. Finally, Sofia turned her head just enough to see from the corner of her eye, but said nothing. Anna gently raised her hands from her sides a little, not knowing what to say.

    “We have to talk about this,” she finally said.

    “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said grimly, turning forward again.

    “What happened to you?” Anna said with more urgency. “How on earth did you get here?”

    Now, Sofia turned around, revealing a small bowl of cereal in her hands.

    “Anna, you wouldn’t wanna hear it, and probably wouldn’t believe it if you did,” she said with some exasperation.

    She almost took a bite of cereal, but decided to continue.

    “And if you did, you’d see what an absolutely horrible, screwed-up wretch I am.”

    Sofia’s face grew red and her eyes glistened slightly.

    “This is me now. I didn’t ask for it. Any of it.”

    She lowered the bowl to its lowest point yet.

    “And I certainly didn’t ask to be in your family. All I ever did was hurt people,” she struggled with the first real tear. “And that’s what I do for a living now.”

    Anna’s only response was a pained, mildly fearful stare. Sofia inhaled and regained some of her composure.

    “This isn’t you, Anna. Go home. Maybe even pray for me.”

    Her face was mostly emotionless again. Her stare drifted to the bowl of cereal, which she finally took a bite of.

    “Sofe,” Anna offered gently.

    Her sister only turned around and proceeded to the bedroom door.

    “Or don’t. I don’t care,” Sofie added as she closed it behind her.

    ---

    Anna sat on the floor, against the arm of the couch that faced the window. There was a dark window across the street that, when she leaned just right, had an almost perfect reflection of the moon. It was in that stage right before it became full, frustratingly close to being round, but not quite.

    Or was it full the other night?

    She realized how much time she normally spent looking at the sky, just another reminder of how upside-down her life had turned. But as she leaned back against the couch again, the window became pure black. The gray stone around it didn’t seem much lighter in terms of its ambience.

    However many hours she had been here, it had started with her kneeling at the couch and begging God for some form of understanding, for answers on how to respond to this whole situation, for who to talk to and what to say. The anxiety inside her, though, had wrenched her off of her knees and into her current spot, where she had cried for what seemed like an hour. When the tears ran out, she simply stared at that window, tuning out everything else, including her own prayers.

    After another few minutes, she started to be acutely aware of her back pain, which she realized was probably due to her posture. She slowly grabbed the arm of the couch behind her and pulled herself to her knees. She briefly considered praying again. Then she noticed her phone lying on top of her crumpled coat, in the spot on the couch where she had thrown it before kneeling the first time. She decided to get up and look at it, a habit she was acutely aware of being stuck in. Underneath the revelation that the time was now 8:08 p.m., she spotted a text from Chris.

    “Hey, sorry I talked so little today, it was ju-”

    At that point, the notification faded to its end. Anna looked up. Her sister’s bedroom door was still closed.

    On one hand, sitting in the surprisingly quiet studio, staring at a dark window across the street was mesmerizingly pleasant. On the other hand, she needed to get some crisp, fresh air. She needed to talk to someone. And she desperately needed to eat. She swiped her screen and opened the message. After reading it with mild relief, she replied.

    “Hey, so, I haven’t eaten. Wanna grab some food?”

    ---

    Chris looked confused. Anna just sunk another bite into the buffalo chicken sub.

    “Wait...” he began. “Wait, so you’re gonna go along with them?”

    His tone was one of disbelief. Anna’s expression signalled that she would have given a detailed response, but she was chewing far too much food at the moment.

    “Even if he’s talking about some black ops mission to who knows where? Or that he wants us to be in situations where we might have to kill people?”

    Chris was clearly struggling to accept what Anna had said.

    “...or where we might get killed?”

    Anna couldn’t help but notice with amusement that he had said ‘we’, but she was not yet done chewing. Chris stared at her for a moment, before burying his face in his hand. This was a great opportunity to follow up with her many, many thoughts from the past hour, but she knew she needed a few more seconds to chew. As she had expected, Chris went on.

    “Anna, I realize she’s your sister,” he said, looking back up at her. “But does something not feel off here? Do you not see the kind of darkness she’s involved in?”

    Anna was finally ready to speak, and gently put a fist on the table.

    “Chris, I do see it,” she said, looking him square in the eyes. “They’re all in darkness. Look around!”

    She was referencing the many news networks playing in the sports bar, but she wasn’t sure if it was obvious enough.

    “It’s not some far-off thing anymore.” She continued as she set the sub down. “It’s come against my family. It’s attacked the Church, and it’s attacked me.”

    She lightly set her hand on Chris’s, to which he briefly glanced.

    “For some reason, I was brought into all this. I can face it in the name of Jesus, or run away from it. But I already know what He wants me to do,” she said with only the slightest smile. “And I think you do, too.”

    

  
    

    
      ARTHUR
    

    

    November 05, 11:20 a.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    Wanting to avoid a shouting match with Dad had led Arthur out to the porch for air. Not wanting to go back inside had led him down the driveway to the barn door. An empty stall had led him to saddle up Ginger, Silas’ horse, and head to the shop. There, he had found an assortment of power tools that didn’t look particularly suited to working on large vehicles. After casing the building and calling for his sister, he finally acted on a hunch of where she might be.

    Today was the first day in a while that could actually be classed as warm. Blackbirds were calling and fluttering about busily, and the interstate down in the distance displayed a steady flow of traffic. All of it was quite therapeutic, in a strange way. As he passed the two boulders on the edge of the woods, or “the castles” as Silas used to call them when he was in third grade, Ginger shook her mane slightly. She was a strikingly beautiful reddish-brown, and had always been gentle, obedient, and lovably goofy. Arthur smiled and gave her a pat on the neck.

    “Maybe you and I should just keep going, huh?” he said in the assurance of solitude.

    Haley had been the one to lobby for all four siblings to get horses, way back when she was ten. She took to training, showing, barrel racing, and anything else she could convince her parents to allow her to do with horses. Indeed, she was the reason that the classic red barn next to their farmhouse wasn’t painted some dystopian gray and filled with machinery. As it turned out, unfortunately, her dreams had simply shriveled from solid and promising possibilities, to little more than painful memories.

    That seemed to be the way of the Fielding family. Dad’s business was all but out of money, even as he was dying of cancer and refusing treatment. Silas was getting wrapped up in a second-rate lab job with a crooked company rather than finishing his bachelor’s. Arthur himself wasn’t sure what he wanted to do anymore, as it was becoming increasingly obvious with each passing year in the military. Only Brooke had really seemed content with her lot in life, and she had outstanding talent and unstoppable courage to boot. But that didn’t matter anymore.

    The woods eventually broke out into another small meadow on the top of the hill. At the top, a buckskin swished its tail and attempted to graze amongst the ragweed and goldenrod and various other flowers and weeds. Arthur smirked, straightened the visor on his cap, and urged Ginger forward. He slowed up as he came within talking distance. Haley was sitting on the ground, staring out over the valley. Arthur leaned forward, resting on the horn of the saddle. He took a moment to try and take in the same sights as his sister. The Mohawk Valley wasn’t particularly deep or grandiose, but it was wide and contained farms, towns, and roads, seemingly as far as the eye could see. A crow’s call here and there, a gentle breeze, and the distant linger of highway noise were the only sounds accompanying the view.

    “I hadn’t planned on bothering you,” he said, still grinning a little.

    “It’s fine,” Haley replied after a pause.

    “Whatcha doing?” Arthur offered.

    Haley finally looked down.

    “Not much, just a little pity party,” she said in a lighter tone.

    She looked up at her brother.

    “You?”

    Now, Arthur paused for a moment.

    “I had to get out of the house,” he began, panning across the valley for a hint of dramatic effect.

    “Then, I walked down to the barn and saw Hero wasn’t in his stall. And then, I kinda just wandered around until I found you.”

    He looked down at Haley.

    “But the party sounds fun too.”

    Haley turned to the ground and then back to the valley. Arthur finally dismounted and sat near his sister; not too far, but not too close. Suddenly, he noticed a revolver and a handful of .38 caliber bullets in a little pile next to it on a patted-down spot of grass. His expression changed to one of slight terror, followed by a glance at Haley. She was staring at him with a look that could only mean, “Seriously?”.

    Arthur glanced down and back up again, relaxing his expression slightly.

    “You’re not...” he began.

    Haley tilted her head to accentuate her expression. Slowly but surely, Arthur eased back fully, accepting that she wasn’t suicidal. He tried to gather his thoughts enough to tell her the news he had, only then realizing a hole-ridden can sitting on a large rock, down the hill a little ways.

    “I’ve got some good news,” he said with fresh confidence. “Brandon’s colleague down in the city has been trying to pin that Altar company on all these different charges for years, I guess. Apparently, that woman from the mission trip is, like, vaguely connected to people who’ve been wrapped up in Altar business.”

    He picked a stalk of some kind of grass and began stripping the heads of grain from it. After a minute, Haley picked up.

    “Wait... Altar where Silas is?” she asked. “You mean, like, he’s in trouble?”

    “No, no, no, not yet,” Arthur quickly assured. “This agent is getting ready to make some kind of move, I guess. He’s in the planning stage. I’m going to make sure Silas gets out of there this week,” he followed up. “Plenty of time for him to leave”

    “How can you be so nonchalant about this?” Haley responded. “This corporation might have killed our sister, and now our little brother is right in their grip, and you’re not worried about him?” she pressed.

    “I said I would make sure,” he reminded softly. He dropped the grass and looked back over the valley. “I’ll haul him out of there myself if I have to.”

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    December 07, 8:05 a.m.

    Altar Tower, Manhattan

    

    There was a particular spring in Silas’ step on his way to work today. He was finally out of training for most of the key workstations, as basic as they were. He knew most of the ins and outs of mixing buffers, partitioning out alcohol solutions and control samples, and how to handle and store them. It was all stuff introduced to him in his college biochemistry class; all he had really needed was a refresher. The past three weeks, he had gotten just that, with surprisingly generous pay as well. But even all of that was not his primary reason for excitement. He knew his chances of working with Corinne one-on-one were now much higher.

    So far, they had regularly passed each other at multiple points each day, but Silas always had someone else with him to train him. Sometimes it was Nash himself, but more often it was a mid- to lower-level lab technician. One time, actually, it was Steven. Silas did get to spend a little more time with her when they occasionally found each other at the cafeteria over lunch. She always seemed pleased to see him, so he hadn’t found it too intimidating to go right to her table and join her. The problem was, the conversation never really got out of the realm of work, even when Silas summoned the courage to try and bring up something else, maybe something a little more interesting and personal. Still, they had developed a very cordial working relationship, and he knew there was plenty of opportunity now for that to grow.

    Silas nearly skipped through the door into the lobby, taking every other step up to the second floor, though this reaction came more from glancing at the time on his phone. He changed into his scrubs and lab coat in record time, offering brief but friendly greetings to any coworkers he came across. Stepping out of the lounge, he walked down the hall to the rear elevators, doing a double take when he saw Steven not too far off, talking to a colleague. Pressing the ‘up’ button again, the elevator doors finally opened, and Silas briskly stepped inside. Steven was acting differently these days, and would certainly bring down the mood right now. Steven had been expressing increasing frustration, and even concern, with his own job here, and almost gave the impression that it was a mistake to get Silas this new position. He even suggested that Silas go back home and finish school. The worst part was, Steven wouldn’t let on as to why he had changed his attitude so sharply.

    The doors opened. Corinne was standing there, her arms crossed and a grin on her face.

    “I was wondering when you’d get here,” she quipped. “You’re working with me today.”

    Silas stared for a second.

    “Really?” he asked.

    She beckoned him to follow her.

    “Yeah. I’ve been moved to a new project, and you’re the assisting tech,” she explained gleefully as they meandered down a couple hallways.

    He’s not going to ruin this for me. This one, good thing.

    Silas didn’t care how new this all was, or how much he still had to learn about this girl. Life had been incredibly difficult lately, for his family and himself. The change of environment to the big city had been nice, but he had still been depressed and lonely. And while he didn’t drink, and would never, ever do hard drugs, being alone in an apartment with top-of-the-line internet brought other things into his life. He spent most nights gaming, watching random internet videos, and finally, watching porn. He wasn’t proud of it - any of it -, it was just… a distraction. Each day, as the hours dragged by, he found himself looking forward to it. That familiar, comfortable routine. He despised the thought of it even more as he got to know Corinne and developed feelings for her.

    But on the other hand, those condemning thoughts always turned him defensive. His family had honored God in every way, and now the best of them were dead, one had cancer, and the rest had seemingly broken dreams. The Bible his sister had spent every day sinking her time into was now laying in her room, covered in dust. And that, Silas thought, just like his own faith, was what religion really boiled down to in the end: struggle, pain, and work, for no discernable reward.

    They reached a room with a steel door, locked behind a passcode. Corinne paused.

    “Everything okay?” she asked gently.

    “Oh, yeah,” Silas responded with a smile. “I was… just trying to remember if I punched.”

    He quickly gathered himself after nearly stuttering.

    “I did, actually. So what are we doing?”

    Corinne finally brightened, and turned to enter the passcode.

    “Well, I’m going to show you all the components and the SOP for the beginning of this project, before Wendy and Dr. Nash get here in a few minutes.”

    She opened the door and Silas followed her into the work room. Inside, there was a fume hood for working cleanly with chemicals and biohazards, a couple computers and supply racks, and a large, red biohazardous waste container. Corinne walked to one of the racks where she grabbed a paper, which Silas assumed to be the Standard Operating Procedure.

    “Here, glance at this real quick while I sign in,” she said as he took the paper.

    Silas glanced at the ‘materials’ section on the SOP as Corinne pulled up a chair and waited for the computer to wake up. After spotting a couple of familiar chemical compounds, like EtOH and H2O, bigger names like ‘phosphorous trichloride’ began to appear, only getting more complex from there. He looked up and down on all pages of the packet, but hadn’t the slightest clue as to what this procedure was for.

    “What exactly are we making?” he asked, slightly unsure if the question was worth asking.

    Corinne didn’t immediately respond, only doing so after clicking through several steps on the computer program.

    “Um,” she finally said, as if distracted. “I think Dr. Nash will probably give you that information better than I can.”

    Silas recoiled just a little. Her response didn’t seem totally genuine. There was awkward silence for a few moments as she continued opening windows on the computer program. When it finally looked like she was done for a moment, he asked another question.

    “So, how long have you worked here?”

    She waited yet again.

    “Um, like, a year?” she finally got out. “A year next month.”

    Silas couldn’t help but respond with surprise.

    “A year? You’re running, like, a top-secret project!”

    Corinne turned from the computer.

    “Oh, no, I’m not,” she chuckled. “Just helping. Learning, you know? Like you.”

    Silas looked back at the paper.

    “Speaking of which,” she continued. “What do you want to go into? Career-wise.”

    Silas was still somewhat baffled, but couldn’t pass up this long-awaited change in conversation. Now that he was here, though, he wasn’t sure how to answer.

    “I’m not sure if I really know anymore,” he said, lowering the paper.

    Corinne only returned a look that seemed to be understanding; compassionate.

    “I had originally hoped to-”

    The door opened startlingly, and the white-haired Nash walked in, with a smiling, middle-aged, curly-haired black woman behind him.

    “We ready?” the man asked with assertive confidence, looking first at Corinne, and then at Silas.

    ---

    Another day was quickly wrapping up as Silas once again stashed his few lab materials which weren’t laundry into his locker. He didn’t need any windows to know that it was dark outside, and that same feeling would slowly envelop him for the next six or seven hours. He wearily threw the drawstring bag over his shoulder, punched out via an app on his phone, and exited the lounge. The same, minimal night staff were doing their normal business as he took the hallways to the lobby staircase. Activity was even lesser out here, with only a couple conversations going on at the first floor reception desk, and a couple people in the open lounge near the entrance. As he trudged to the door, numbly preparing to enter the darkness, he realized one of the people sitting in the lounge was, in fact, Corinne.

    There’s that thump in the chest.

    He could only stand still for a moment. She was facing away from him, looking at her phone.

    Is she waiting for someone?

    If there had been more people in the lobby, this frozen stance of his would have been terribly awkward. A crazy thought hit him.

    Is she waiting… for me?

    He almost smiled at his own ridiculousness. Indeed, many thoughts were now racing through his mind. But one came up that he knew was not from himself.

    I will give you rest.

    It took him off guard. He had been thinking about nothing but his own problems for so long, there was no reason that even a snippet of a Bible verse should find its way into his mind. But then again, many such verses had been repeated to him exhaustively for as long as he could remember. He glanced at the door. Arthur had put a Bible into one of his bags before his trip down here, and it was lying around somewhere at the apartment. He glanced back at Corinne. The words of Jesus repeated in his mind several more times as he looked back and forth. He didn’t know what to do. Brooke would have prayed, in a whisper, right then and there. But she had a relationship with God that Silas did not. And Silas had already considered what that had amounted to in the end.

    As he continued standing, frozen with indecision, Corinne turned around, as if she had sensed him there.

    “Hey,” she said brightly as she got out of the comfy chair.

    “Hey,” Silas responded likewise. “You’re still here,” he smiled.

    “Yeah, well, things kinda got away from us once we got to work this morning,” she said as she looked down at her phone, only to put it in her pocket.

    “Yeah, I guess they did,” Silas mused.

    Just do it, Silas. What do you have to lose?

    His mouth wouldn’t open, and he feared that if it did, nothing would happen, except possibly a cough or choking fit. Both of their smiles slowly dimmed, they looked aside awkwardly, and finally Corinne wrapped up.

    “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, I guess,” she smiled half-heartedly. “Night, Silas.”

    She slowly turned and headed for the door. Silas’ hand was up slightly in a feeble attempt at a wave.

    “Corinne,” he called rather loudly, to which she quickly turned.

    You did it. You crazy son of a gun, you did it.

    He took a few steps forward so he could lower his volume. Corinne looked at him expectantly.

    “You wanna get some dinner?”

    Her expression grew into a resounding yes.

    

  
    

    
      STEVEN
    

    

    December 09, 10:30 a.m.

    Altar Tower, Manhattan

    

    Steven kept noticing his hands shake. It wasn’t the craziest thing ever; it happened from time to time, most memorably when he proposed to Emma. That had happened less than six months ago, but he could say with certainty, it was the most terrifying experience of his life. Part of him - most of him, actually - hadn’t doubted the love they had for each other, or the belief that she would say yes. But, as every mentor he had ever had would tell him, that was a normal feeling. There were uncertainties and weaknesses and countless chances for something to go wrong. Thank God, it went perfectly.

    Here in Altar’s 23rd floor stock room, however, there was nothing normal about how he felt. Not only did he feel alienated by upper management after six years of promising, ambitious service, but numerous lower-level employees had spoken to him in recent months about irregularities, concerns, and outright accusations of illegal activity within the Special Projects Division of Altar. Most of those underlings had quit or been terminated since. Now, for the first time, he was beginning to believe the concerns were fully valid. Multiple crates here were marked - in pencil - to be routed to the 39th floor, which was the biohazards lab. Bags, tubes, vials; none of them were particular cause for concern, but the sheer increase in their quantity this year was. And today, some different, much heavier boxes appeared.

    There was great risk in opening boxes not assigned to one’s floor, but after talking with Agent Southland, Steven knew he had to take every bit of incriminating evidence he could get his hands on if they were to get a warrant anytime soon. As he knelt down by one of these new boxes, he glanced over his shoulder at the door. Clear at the moment; he wasn’t to gather any more nerve or any better opportunity today, or this week, for that matter. He whipped a pen out of his lab coat pocket and slashed the tape on the box. After getting both sides and the top, he dropped the pen on the floor and opened the flaps. Removing the styrofoam casing inside, a huge battery marked ‘A2047’ sat, with nothing but an instruction slip resting on top. It wasn’t familiar, but he knew it could be important, so he made a point of remembering that marking. Not knowing how long he had been laboring over this box, he could only assume it had been too long, as his face was warm and his palms were sweaty.

    As he began closing the box back up as best he could, the door opened abruptly. Steven nearly fell over. As he turned on one knee and fumbled for his pen, he looked to see Corinne quickly close the door behind her. The tension eased from his face somewhat.

    “Watch that door real quick,” Steven commanded as he resumed closing up the box.

    To his dismay, there was no tape or glue in this room, so he just tried to position the box behind a couple of others. Satisfied that it was the best he could do, he stood up, put the pen back in his pocket and turned to Corinne.

    “What are you doing?” Corinne inquired, looking at the boxes, having spoken right before Steven could ask the same thing.

    “Nothing,” he quickly replied. “What are you doing? How did you know I was here?”

    “Just a hunch.” She could tell he was avoiding, so she obliged. “Silas says he’s probably going to have to leave,” she mentioned soberly. She took a couple steps to the side of the room, looking at a supply cart, then turning to Steven. “Are you pushing him to do that?”

    “Yes, I am,” he responded without hesitation. “I have no idea what I was thinking bringing him here in the first place. It’s not safe.”

    “You’re still here,” Corinne rebutted. “I am, too.”

    “You’re the last one,” he replied in an agitated whisper, leaning in. “Do you realize that? Do you know where Julia is? Or Akeem, or Lauren? Why have they seemingly ceased to exist since they left?” he gestured nervously.

    Corinne looked shaken. Steven glanced at the door again, then stepped back over to the supply shelves along the back wall.

    “I want him out of here.”

    He paused thoughtfully for just a moment, then turned to Corinne, who was still looking sullen.

    “You should leave too. You should have a long time ago.” He tried to look less tense than he felt, starting with uncrossing his arms. “I’m sorry. That’s on me for not pushing you when you brought me the information you had,” he added with a gentle shake of his head.

    Corinne’s affect didn’t change much. She glanced at the clock on the wall, then made for the door.

    “I’ve been here too long,” she said plainly.

    Turning from the shelves, Steven added, “I’m glad you like him, Corinne. You guys have gotten along really well together for the last few weeks”

    She stopped, but not before putting her hand on the door. Steven struggled greatly for the right words.

    “He’s just… not in the best place right now. He’s a good kid... he’s just so vulnerable at the moment.”

    She didn’t turn, but only listened. Steven knew she would turn the handle any second.

    “I hope you two build a really great friendship.”

    Those were not the best words, he just knew it. Sure enough, after another semi-dramatic pause, Corinne turned the handle and stepped out the door. It was an icy conversation, but as the door closed, Steven figured he couldn’t dwell on it. He had to get out of here and make sure his tracks were covered.

    

  
    

    
      MICAH
    

    

    December 09, 4:00 p.m.

    26 Federal Plaza, Manhattan

    

    There was something easy and reassuring about sitting at a desk as a rank-and-file field agent. Micah realized he was one, of course, but he considered it more of a day job. The real, high-stakes business took place at, well, at his business. What few people knew, though, was that he actively used his resources from both fronts to further his work on both. Sometimes, he cut his corners almost too close, squeezed through loopholes that almost strangled him, and frankly, he wasn’t always sure how the facade kept going. But it did, and he’d make the most of it while it did.

    He pulled a sticky note and began writing a number from the page he had just brought up on his desktop. Currently, he was still deeply entrenched in the Fielding case, which less obviously was also an Altar case. Here, he had come across a contact for the airline’s HR department at its headquarters in Chicago. Hopefully, someone there would be more cooperative than the people at their New York office. He had yet to obtain solid answers about the airport staff and circumstances surrounding the night the Fieldings came home from Mexico.

    The facts he did have were difficult to build a case on. Brooke had begun exhibiting symptoms in the early-morning hours of October 15. The symptoms included nausea and dizziness. The mission team’s doctor gave her bottled water and ibuprofen, and had her rest. By mid-morning, she had woken up with a 104 degree fever. Less than an hour later, she died in a Mexican hospital. By all accounts, her brother Silas was with her from the moment she woke up with the fever. Stories from everyone on the mission team corroborated evidence that Brooke was never more than a few feet from one of them. Furthermore, everyone checked out as upstanding citizens, the most serious offense among them being a speeding ticket.

    Micah looked down at the open Manila folder. At the bottom of a sheet of lined note paper was a name circled in red marker. ‘Jane Compton’ was somehow a little more interesting to him. While her record and reputation were seemingly clean as well, facial recognition software linked her to other aliases, and brought her suspiciously close to other criminal activity around New York. Some of these suspicions were reachers, like when she was in a coffee shop with a line of sight on a car theft across the street. Further searching found that the same sedan was torched under a bridge shortly after a sale of illegal weapons was busted, likely having been the smuggling vehicle. In a more drawn-out case, Jane had been the cashier-turned-whistleblower who got a pharmacist arrested on charges of theft and drug dealing. The pharmacist had also been Micah’s informant, but was taken out of the game before linking any illegal activity to Altar. In every case, loose ends were conveniently and cleanly clipped, no matter how hard Micah pried.

    He leaned back in his chair thoughtfully for a moment. He was convinced that a string of such perfect alibis was exactly the lead he had to follow, no matter how ridiculous it might seem. He couldn’t help but glance at the one photo on his desk, taped to his monitor. Suddenly, Monica stepped into view from the central hallway. Micah leaned forward as she quickly walked across their suite of offices, on her phone and giving him an urgent look.

    “Why aren’t you answering your phone?” she asked with her hand over the mic.

    “It’s off,” he said matter-of-factly, just now remembering.

    She skipped any lecture and handed him the phone, still covering it.

    “Steven Muehler,” she warned.

    Micah quickly readied.

    “Steven?” he asked.

    Monica observed. Micah’s expression signaled he was receiving a lot of information, to the point that he leaned forward further and scrambled for his pen.

    “Okay…” he began scribbling something down on the sticky note pad.

    Monica craned her neck and tried to see what he was writing from across the desk. She quickly realized it was impossible to read Micah’s writing in the best of conditions, much less at this speed and angle, so she relaxed and waited.

    “Right,” Micah paused his writing. “Now how are you going to-”

    Steven must have interrupted him and was wrapping up the call.

    “But, Steve, I have to-”

    Micah moved the phone away from his ear.

    “He’s all nerves,” he sighed.

    He handed the phone back to Monica and reached for the notepad.

    “He obviously had something, though,” Monica remarked.

    “Oh boy, did he,” Micah replied in a satisfied tone, lightly beckoning Monica closer. “Four hundred percent increase in activity on the biohazards level. He thinks some modular nerve agent is being developed-”

    “Like sarin?” Monica inserted.

    Micah looked up, slightly surprised.

    “Yeah...” he hesitated. “...he did mention that.”

    He looked back at his notes.

    “Yada yada, I didn’t totally follow that part…” he mumbled as he quickly scanned to the bottom of the paper. “And these,” he pointed. “‘A2047’. He found that they’ve been stocking giant fumigating machines in the biohazards level.”

    Monica gave Micah a concerned look, but neither said anything for a moment.

    “So…” she began slowly. “What’s our play?”

    After a moment, Micah spoke.

    “My guess? There’s more than a few fans being stored up there. A lot more.”

    He leaned back and repeatedly clicked his pen, staring into the mid-distance.

    “So, we go on what evidence we have, which is a handful of embezzlement charges by members of the Altar board, watch them get replaced and management get restructured,” he slowed to a stop, but quickly picked back up. “And forfeit any chance of tracking down Altar’s other schemes across the globe.”

    After a moment, Monica offered, “Or?”

    Once again, Micah leaned in and lowered his voice.

    “Or, operatives employed by some rogue multinational corporation stage a heist, and choose whether or not to leak what they find to the Bureau.”

    At this, Monica crossed her arms in her signature style.

    “Or they get caught, and more likely, killed,” she rebuffed sternly.

    Now, Micah rolled his eyes.

    “You can’t just throw around the word ‘heist’ like it’s nothing, Micah,” she scolded in a whisper. “Admit it, you have a vendetta against them.”

    Micah tried to shrug it off.

    “Why is that?” Monica pressed.

    For the shortest second, Micah’s gaze again drifted to the photo on his computer. He quickly averted, but it was too late.

    “Micah,” Monica retried her approach, trying to sound patient. “She had cancer. I’m sorry. You know I am.”

    She leaned slightly on the desk.

    “Since Meghan died, you’ve gone to incredible, almost maniacal lengths to bring Altar crashing down.”

    Now she leaned in, building on the momentum she had gained.

    “Did you know you’re not the first person to be affected by cancer, Micah? Or that your double life is inches from imploding and bringing down all your friends with it?”

    Finally she stood up, looking around the room. Nothing seemed abnormal, no one was watching.

    “And I’m guessing that whoever’s protecting you isn’t going to be able to do it forever,” she added.

    Micah looked up with a curious, mildly suspicious expression.

    “And yet, they still are,” he answered.

    Monica maintained a strong poker face.

    “I have work to do, Micah,” she finished as she walked away.

    She had almost returned to the hallway when Micah called out to her.

    “Monica,” he said diplomatically. “Send a memo for the squad to meet up. I’ll draw up a warrant request.”

    She offered a hopeful smile. Micah returned one.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    December 11, 7:30 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Thankfully, it was a clear night. It didn’t make Micah’s plan any less ridiculous, but it eliminated one potential source of lethality. Traffic was pretty bad for this time on a Thursday, but if it was the worst thing about tonight, that wasn’t so bad. Of course, normal Sofie would have just hopped the Kawasaki and taken an ‘alternate route,’ but to pick up two passengers would take that option out of the running. Besides, Micah had emphasized the need of this outing to be particularly low-profile, and also had used the words ‘lighthearted’ and ‘fun.’

    Yet another red light came to settle above the BMW. Sofie’s mind wandered a bit. The last month had been full of ups and downs, starting with revealing to her sister that she was basically a spy, which was, in itself, a gentle way of saying that she was a liar, a thief, and a killer. She could dress it up as being a government position, or as being done for the greater good, or whatever other excuse she could come up with. It didn’t change the facts, though. As expected, Anna had reacted with absolute shock to learn what had become of the sister she had grown up with. But to Sofie’s surprise, Anna had stayed. She didn’t run. She had had several long, serious heart-to-hearts with Sofie where they brought up some of the darkest things in their lives. Sofie had learned that the ‘perfect’, ‘goodie-good’ Miss Anna had struggled with her faith after college, even coming close to abandoning it altogether. And sure enough, Anna turned the story around with a testimony of the kindness and love of Jesus Christ.

    Sofie smiled at that, even as the light turned and traffic began to crawl forward. Anna was certain; steadfast in her faith. Sofie struggled with that. While it was good to have some reconciliation with her sister, there was still so much she hadn’t brought up, even from before she came to the city, even before she had lived with the Lanes. There were still some hurts that, even after all she had seen in her short life, she couldn’t bear to revisit.

    Now, Anna had taken Micah up on his offer of work. For better or worse, this Chris guy had done the same. He seemed nice enough, but Sofie had learned long ago to keep most people at arm’s length. This line of work was about as big as the big leagues could get, and despite the differences she had with her sister, she still intended to protect her.

    Sofie rarely drove cars anymore, so it felt very strange looking for a spot in front of her own apartment to park the 530i. As she eased into the one free spot, she shot Anna a text and just took a moment to appreciate the silence. There was a busy yet gentle ambiance as every reflective surface, including the sedan’s black hood, glistened with soft yellow lights from all around. Sofie had to admit, the car was a luxurious beast. The thought crossed her mind to change the radio to something Christian, or at the very least, instrumental, for her sister. It wasn’t currently on, but if someone turned it on, the Hot 40 Rap station shouldn’t be playing. She finally found a contemporary classical station playing Christmas music, which only seemed to accentuate the level of class. She looked down abruptly at her own, red leather jacket, and gave a satisfied smile.

    Might actually fit in for once.

    Before long, Anna walked out, sporting a blue puffer coat and bright red scarf against black slacks. She went around to the passenger side door, only to try it twice unsuccessfully. She stooped down to look into the window. Sofie smirked and gestured to the back. After a brief staring contest marked mostly by confusion, Anna opened the back door and got in, carrying only her small, green pocketbook.

    “So you’re my chaperone now?” she quipped wryly as she closed the door.

    “You could say that,” Sofie responded sheepishly as the car began moving forward. It was an amusing choice of words.

    “And why are we doing this so late?” Anna asked.

    “Why do you think?” Sofie tried to tease, but she didn’t have any experience as an older sister, so it didn’t sound quite right.

    The comment went over Anna’s head.

    “Because we’re trying night vision goggles?” she responded. “I don’t know, Micah’s… strange.”

    The car slowed down in front of Chris’ building, even as he approached the car.

    Anna was surprised, but then immediately glad.

    “We’re picking up Chris?” she asked.

    The other back door opened.

    “Hey,” Chris greeted.

    He got in, wearing a beige corduroy jacket and blue jeans, and looked beyond happy to see Anna. The two exchanged warm greetings, and even some humor about how the other was dressed better, and for the first time in a long time, Sofie felt a little bit like she was in a home again, not just a residence. She smiled and got the car moving once more.

    “Hey Sofie,” Chris called happily.

    With mild surprise, Sofie glanced at him in the mirror, and said a gentle, “Hi.”

    “So, I’ve really been thinking about it,” he went on, leaning forward towards the center console. “And, I’m pretty sure you saved my life that night at the hospital. I think once I was out of sight, those guys would have… well, you know. So, thank you.”

    Sofie only looked at the street in front of her. Anna glanced at her in the mirror, and then at Chris.

    “You’re welcome, Chris.” She paused briefly. “Sorry I had to hit you.”

    From the corner of her eye, she could tell Chris nodded.

    “So, where exactly are we going?” Anna asked curiously after some silence.

    “Just enjoy the ride,” Sofie smiled.

    She figured this was a good time to turn on the classical station. The thirty or so minute drive to their destination was actually filled with lively conversation, as Chris first explained an especially humorous conversation he had had with his mother regarding the plans he had tonight. Obviously, it had come across to Ms. Addiman as a date, which she relished. That prompted Anna to bring up a funny story of her own, having to do with one of her brother’s friends a few years ago, who had turned out to be as far from an outdoorsman as could be. Slowly but surely, Sofie joined in as well, confident that Chris was as kind and sincere as Anna, and finally coming to agree with Micah on what an exceptional pair the two of them made. She was grateful to be with them tonight, even if only to protect them.

    Eventually, Anna’s - and presumably Chris’- original question was answered as the 530i came to the end of the pier in the lower East River, where a slick, black helicopter sat. Sofie got out of the car and waited for her guests to do the same.

    “So,” Chris began as he shut the door. “I imagine that’s Micah’s?”

    “Mhm,” Sofie smiled as she hit a key fob, to which the chopper’s interior lights came on.

    Now Anna’s door shut as she walked around to join Chris and Sofie. She slowly looked in every direction.

    “So, you can fly it?” Anna asked finally.

    “No, I don’t know the first thing about flying,” Sofie smiled at Anna, and then at Chris. “It’s just like any normal road test. Just perform a few basics without killing us, and Micah will pass you.”

    She patted Chris on the shoulder, handed him the fob, and made for the chopper. Halfway there, she knew the others weren’t following, so she turned around. Chris stared with a serious expression. Sofie sighed.

    “What? Are you gonna tell me you don’t know how to fly it? It’s a Bell 212. You flew these Upstate.”

    “That was quite a while ago,” Chris responded hesitantly.

    Sofie looked exhausted and unwilling to argue.

    “Chris, no one’s gonna make you do it,” she replied finally. “But, come on, you signed on with Micah.”

    Chris shifted to one leg. Anna was content to watch this exchange for the moment.

    “And don’t act like you didn’t know he was crazy,” Sofie added.

    A long silence ensued, in which noise from the city streets, harbor traffic, and the chilly winds all built to prominence. Sofie watched Chris stare at the fob for a moment, close his eyes briefly, and finally look back up.

    “Let’s roll,” he said with matter-of-fact confidence.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    December 14, 8:00 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    This was the second time Silas had gone out to dinner with Corinne, and as he waited for her to arrive, he wondered if he was overdoing it with the ornately appointed dining room of the five star restaurant he had booked. He was wearing the nicest grey suit he could get his hands on for less than five hundred, and had gotten the most expensive haircut of his life just a couple hours ago. Yeah, it was probably too much for the second date. But, money was actually readily available for him these days, especially after being offered a full-time job today. Plus, the first date had gone well, so it was worth the risk. Actually, she was worth the risk. He looked around the dining room once more. The warm lighting against the gold curtains, the faux pillars in the walls, and the marble floors somehow made him feel like someone else. Someone much wealthier and more powerful. And every time he was with Corinne, that feeling was dialed up even further.

    There was a stereotypical little cherub up by the top of one of the pillars. Naturally, Silas thought of heaven, which led him to think of Brooke. His kingly mood sank a little. As he failed to shake the thought, it sank some more. He had always strived to have what she had, and to live life like she did. Nothing needed to be said regarding how far he was from that. Brooke only ever wore hand-me-downs and gave up her own time and comfort for the sake of others. She trusted God with what she couldn’t do and what she did not have. When she messed up, she came running to Him for forgiveness and guidance on how to proceed.

    Silas looked down at the glistening silverware. Was this all just a beautiful cover-up of a messy, selfish life? The thought nagged at him. In the last few months, he had truly believed he could reconcile with God; that he would find his way back to Him, just like Brooke. But now, he had money. He had status in this new job. And, he was head over heels in love with the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. At this point, he tried to block out any thoughts that brought him down. It couldn’t all be so terrible.

    No, Brooke. I don’t know if she’s a Christian. I don’t really know if I am, either.

    A few more minutes of waiting and a couple antsy glances at his watch made Corinne’s arrival all the more wonderful. Silas stood up to get her chair. She smiled radiantly, and her wine-colored dress was stunning.

    “Hey, Corinne,” Silas greeted warmly.

    “Silas, I told you, Corie is fine,” she replied graciously.

    “You look beautiful,” he continued as she took the seat. “Really, really beautiful, Corie.”

    Silas took his own seat.

    “So,” he began with a red face. “I realized suddenly what a fancy place this was, and I just wanted to say that I hope it isn’t too much too soon-”

    “It’s wonderful,” Corinne interrupted cheerfully as she looked around. “I’ve actually heard of it, just never thought I’d eat here.”

    Silas eased somewhat.

    “I certainly didn’t think I’d be taken on a date here,” she said with an earnest, appreciative look in her eyes.

    Silas realized the opening of the conversation was over, and that they could prepare to really get to know each other. A young female server promptly came to the table, took their orders, and quickly left with a smile.

    ---

    It was pushing two hours that they had been here, and Silas barely felt it at all. He had told Corinne all about his childhood, his family, his dreams and aspirations, and of course, the more tragic, recent happenings in his life. He left very little out, except when it came to anything spiritual. It was honestly uncomfortable for him right now, because the nagging feelings in his mind, while suppressed, were still present. He didn’t care to bring up things that he himself was not certain about, chiefly, what he believed about God, and the purpose of life, and what might come after. That could be too risky and bring down the mood.

    Of course, talking about Brooke’s life nearly led him into that very trap. He had caught himself just in time to explain away her outlook on life in rather cheap terms, saying that she was just an ‘amazing person’. Brooke never, ever took the credit, but attested again and again that it was only by the grace of God that she could do anything good for anyone.

    As Silas realized how much time he had spent talking, and how patiently Corinne was listening, he quickly changed gears.

    “How about you? What led you all the way here?”

    Corinne looked just a little unprepared, but straightened herself and got started.

    “Hmm,” she began. “I don’t think it’s quite as interesting a story.”

    She smiled and looked towards the single white candle on the table.

    “Parents are both in government, well-off, got divorced when I was twelve. I used to split my time between them, but now I just live here on my own.”

    She seemed to stop there for a moment, but Silas showed no intention of accepting such a quick conclusion. Sensing this, Corinne carefully went on.

    “I’m not really close to either of them, though my dad does tend to focus on me more when I’m with him. He just... drinks too much.”

    She started playing with an unused fork on the table.

    “Mom… she’s honestly just obsessed with her career. She tends to be pretty…” she was searching for the right language. “...distant. I think she does want me to do well, I mean-”

    Corinne looked up for a moment, seemingly unsure as to whether or not to go on. Silas didn’t break off his gaze. Corinne decided it was safe.

    “She got me the job at Altar. She’s the congresswoman for the twelfth district.”

    Silas’ eyes widened.

    “Well, that’s something cool,” he smiled. “Right?”

    Corinne only looked at the fork with a misty, melancholy gaze.

    “Yeah,” she responded plainly. “I guess.”

    Silas knew it wasn’t. Earlier, he had already broken the news of his promotion, and had talked about every other good thing he could think of. The mood had inevitably taken a downhill turn, and now, he tried to quickly think of a way to lift it. Corinne beat him to it.

    “What are you doing for New Years?” she asked with refreshing enthusiasm, looking intently at Silas.

    “Uh,” Silas began with surprise. “I’m not entirely sure. My family is probably gonna just have some friends over or someth-”

    “Come spend it with me,” she interrupted with more excitement.

    Silas tried to hide his confusion, while showing that he was certainly interested.

    “You mean at-”

    “We can go to my mom’s place in the Hamptons,” she interrupted again. “She’ll be gone through the holidays, and we have so many extra rooms.”

    Silas paused for only the briefest second, but it seemed that Corinne caught herself.

    “I mean, if you would want to, of course,” she said more quietly. “If your family wants you home, you should definitely be with them. You need to be.”

    The conflict inside Silas was reaching its zenith. Something felt wrong about this. The kind of wrong, of course, that also felt terribly tempting. He knew that no one in his family would ever approve of him staying at a girlfriend’s house, even if it was a big place with many guest rooms.

    Beyond what his family might think, though, there was something else. Someone else. Silas had been pretending that God was on trial, that more evidence was needed to accept Him, that the metaphorical ball was in God’s court. But the truth was, he didn’t need more evidence. It had lived and breathed in the lives of his sister, his mom, and so many others in his life. In all truth, the problem was simply that he wanted things his way. And he was so close now.

    “Let me just see what my family says,” he blurted.

    Somewhere in the files of his mind, he had forgotten to delete the ‘right’ response, and it had come out by default. Or at least, some form of it.

    “Just… I just want to check on them.”

    He smiled as best as he could. Corinne seemed to understand.

    “Sure,” she smiled hopefully.

    Then, with a few more minutes of cordial conversation, they noted the time, and said their goodbyes until tomorrow at work.

    

  
    

    
      HALEY
    

    

    December 16, 6:15 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    Haley said a short, silent prayer of thanks. It had been a busy day, but one of the better ones in recent memory. Now, as she made her way into the house, all the barn work done for the night, she breathed a sigh of relief that it was a Saturday night. Bitter winds were picking up, increasingly heavy snows were falling, and the last thing she wanted to look forward to in the morning was to go work on heavy farm equipment. She figured tomorrow she might cook a nice Sunday dinner, read a book or play the guitar for the first time in ages, or maybe just talk with her dad. If he had half as good a day as he did today, that would be fantastic. And if Brandon paid another visit to help with some housework, or just to offer company to the only two permanent residents of the Fielding house, that would be nice too. Their friendship had actually started to grow since Brooke’s passing, and they seemed to have a mutual concern and understanding for one another. Maybe it would grow into something more someday, but Haley was really quite content with how it stood right now.

    Inside, Haley found her dad at the kitchen sink, washing out a coffee mug. She closed the door and hung up her coat and scarf. Next, she looked for her slippers, her sock feet inevitably finding the only wet spots on the floor in the process.

    “Dad, why do we own a dishwasher?” she quipped, still hunting. “Why don’t we replace it with something we might actually use, like a gun rack?”

    Alan looked back with amusement.

    “It’s three mugs, Hal. I’m pretty sure it’s not gonna kill me.”

    Haley began her next lap around the island in the kitchen, hoping that she would find that the slippers had been right under her nose all along.

    “So, I’ve been thinking.” Alan began, slowing up on his washing of the final mug. “Thinking and a lot of praying. Let’s really hit it out of the park for Christmas, huh? And New Years?”

    He finally abandoned the soapy mug altogether, turning around and leaning on the counter. Haley winced as she stepped in another puddle.

    “Let’s get everyone together,” Alan went on. “Arthur, Silas…”

    He paused for a moment, his expression signaling a new idea.

    “He can bring that girlfriend of his - Casey?”

    “Corie,” Haley corrected, now opening a long-dormant closet to continue her search.

    “And Brandon, for sure,” her dad added. “You know, he’s been such a help lately. He was up on the roof today, sealing up cracks on the chimney. The boy spends his day off with a couple of grumps like us.”

    While maintaining her facade of only half-listening, Haley couldn’t help but share in her dad’s gratitude for someone who seemed to care about them. The thing was, though, she was pretty sure her dad was trying to present it as having something to do with her and Brandon’s past relationship. It was a gesture she would expect from her mom, not her ex-army, blistered-hands dad. Haley was trying to figure out her path forward in life after having her world had been so violently shaken. For that, she wanted a friend. Just a friend.

    In the closet, back quite a ways, was a heavily worn pair of moccasins that must have been Arthur’s, but it would have to do for now. She eyed them over thoroughly as she turned around. Finally, she dropped them on the floor and slipped her damp feet into them.

    “Dad,” she began uneasily, still evaluating the feel of the slippers. “Silas is staying in New York for Christmas.”

    Alan deflated suddenly, but looked like he was holding onto hope that it was a joke.

    “He says he has to work either Christmas or New Years, and he wants to be with us for New Years.”

    Haley of course had her doubts as to how truthful Silas was being with that story, but she did indeed hope to see her little brother again soon. Finally, she looked up to her father, who quickly regrouped.

    “Oh, well, good,” he said cheerfully, turning back to the sink. “We’ll get him and his girl up for New Years, and Brandon and Arthur. We’ll have a whole big thing.”

    Haley didn’t want to see her dad’s chipper mood from today brought down.

    “Yeah,” she replied cheerfully. “Steven and Emma will be here, too.”

    “Oh, good,” Alan replied, sounding grateful. “Maybe we’ll think of some others, too.”

    The phone started ringing, which Alan ignored as he scrubbed the coffee mug seemingly into oblivion. Haley realized it was on her to answer it.

    “Like that new Amish family down by Cast Road,” he joked. “The one with the triplets, or quintuplets or however many kids they have.”

    “Hello?” Haley inquired.

    “Or whoever’s always parking that red Mercedes across the road from us,” he said, turning around with a grin.

    “Yes, this is she…” Haley went on, looking at her dad with anticipation.

    “Is that them?” Alan whispered. “Tell them they’re going to get towed if they keep parking there.”

    “Oh, Anna! It’s so good to hear from you!”

    “Anna?” Alan asked.

    He stopped teasing for a moment, looking genuinely stumped. Haley walked a few steps towards the living room. She had met Anna once or twice at their church, and then again with Silas when he stopped by that Manhattan hospital to visit her. She came across as a sincere and quiet person, though kind and engaging when talked to. Haley couldn’t help but feel some guilt about never again checking up on her.

    “How are you? What’s been happening?”

    As it turned out, Anna had called simply to see how the family was doing. And, for every question Haley asked, Anna answered with a markedly positive outlook, almost bearing the slightest resemblance to Brooke. The conversation lasted a solid half hour, and ended up covering everything from the Fielding farm, to each of the siblings and all that had happened in the past few years, to how Anna was still being interviewed by federal authorities. Finally, Haley settled a little more on Silas and how she couldn’t help but worry about him. He was alone and far away, and although Haley hesitated momentarily to go on, she brought up fears that Altar was a very bad place for him to be. Anna responded with her usual understanding, as well as a few questions of her own. At the end, she asked if she could say a quick prayer. As she prayed, Haley was once again thankful, to the point of feeling warm tears welling up and her face growing slightly red. As they said goodbye, she turned to see her dad sitting at the island, his head in his hands and seemingly out of breath. Water was about ready to boil over on the stove, which Haley quickly ran to.

    “I’ve got it, sweetie,” he said softly. “I just had a little dizzy spell.”

    As Haley reduced the heat of the burner, the feel of imminent tears didn’t go away. She realized some things would remain as they were, some would grow worse, and some things no one could predict at all.

    

  
    

    
      STEVEN
    

    

    December 21, 9:50 a.m.

    Altar Tower, Manhattan

    

    It was an average, monotonous Tuesday, so much so that the presence of the strangers was growing increasingly obvious. Everyone else among the staff seemed to accept their shipping company uniforms at face value. But among the three men, Steven noticed one who had also been here a couple weeks ago, supposedly doing I.T. work. The clean-shaven man had sported a beard back then, but it was most definitely the same person. Shortly after that visit, the batteries on the 23rd floor had vanished. Numerous other things had passed through various stock rooms since then, all marked for the biohazards level. Among these items were computer processors, thumb drives, and an array of mechanical parts, none of which Steven could positively identify.

    Every now and again, the man would glance at Steven out of the corner of his eye. If he was in fact up to no good, his reactions to Steven were not showing it. The man was likely an expert in spycraft, which Steven could not have been worse at. Finally, Dr. Nash showed up to greet the three middle eastern men, and after a brief but seemingly cordial conversation, they made for the rear bank of elevators. Steven had done his best. He had checked and taken mental notes of every stock room he could think of, the most recent two having been yesterday, and the farthest back being a week ago. Agent Southland was pressing him with the urgency of this situation, and the need to make the warrant request as soon as possible.

    Steven started to sweat nervously yet again. He needed to do something, he just didn’t know what. The men, with Nash’s help, could move anything in or out of any room, and if Steven didn’t know exactly what it was, he would be no further than he was yesterday. He tapped his foot, walked to a reception desk and pretended to read the folder he was holding, and finally, headed to the front elevators. The 29th floor seemed like as good a place to start as any, so he headed there.

    After a grueling twenty-seven level ascent, he disembarked the elevator as casually as he could, still holding the folder, which only contained the user’s manual for an industrial freezer. He began a sweep of every corridor, looking for open doors, and occasionally opening closed ones, prepared to say he was looking for someone else. He staggered his door-by-door search, and intermittently pulled a notepad out of his pocket and jotted something down. His search of the floor ended with the stockroom, which was empty of people and now contained only the most legitimate lab materials. Steven clenched the folder in his hand. It was time to try another floor.

    ---

    It had been almost three hours, and Steven had not seen the three men or Nash since they first arrived. All his searching of many, many rooms had also been a dead end, with no more incriminating evidence than he already had. In many cases, anything suspicious he had previously found in any stockrooms was now gone. His only conclusion was that it had all been moved to the biohazards level, where he did not have access. If this was the case, there was potentially something extremely dangerous and illegal going on up there. But was it enough evidence to risk bringing in the Feds? And would they be able to execute such a seizure in time to neutralize the threat?

    Steven closed the door on the level 37 stockroom. He had been up and down the building, and was now almost out of options. This was, in fact, the last stockroom he hadn’t checked, and all that was on level 38 was a fleet of backup generators. He doubted the men would be there. Indeed, they were probably locked up on 39, finalizing whatever shady business they had been working on, and his chance would soon be gone. Maybe he’d have to go all out and steal the keycard of someone who had access up there, search biohazards as quickly as he could, and try to bring some form of evidence to the light of day. More likely, he would be captured, and never again see the light of day himself. He looked down the hallway in either direction. This level had significantly less traffic than the lower ones, and less light as well. Still holding the folder, Steven returned to the elevator and went one final level up.

    Being near the top of the building, 38 did not have the same shape or feel as many of the other levels, although it did share the low light of the previous one. There were only two suites, A and B. Both were identical rooms of generators, all of which were immediately activated in the case of a power failure to protect the immensely valuable freezers and their contents. He couldn’t enter with the clearance of his own keycard, but the one he swiped from maintenance would likely work. As he walked through Suite A, mostly quiet but for the electronic hum of the generators’ LCD screens, he noticed that something was strange about a number of them. Every one was supposed to have their screens lit up and in standby mode. A dozen or so had screens that seemed dimmer than the others. It wasn’t much, but it was noticeable. Steven looked around, still damp with sweat. He had closed the door behind him and heard no movement outside. Was he crazy? Was this whole situation and the stress it caused taking a final toll on him? He knelt down by one of them, quickly eyeing it over as closely and thoroughly as he could. He felt all along its edges as well, trying to decide if anything was amiss.

    Wait.

    There was something. A gap in the panel, where it was not pressed flush into its place. Further searching revealed a bolt not fully screwed in, and with a few painful, cutting twists of his finger, the bolt was out. There was no way he could get any of the others out, but he might be able to wrench the panel back just enough to see what was underneath. He looked back at the doorway once more. Still nothing. He went around the corner of the machine to get a clearer view of what he was doing. Again, he sustained minor cuts on his hands as he got his fingers through the gap and pulled. The light was low. The LCD screen seemed to be completely isolated, with no circuits or wires connected to it at all.

    A prop.

    Beneath where the screen sat was a totally open space where the machinery of a generator should have been. Instead, there were four green cylinders, roughly the size of propane tanks. Steven scanned the tank with widening eyes until the beads of sweat on his arm turned ice-cold. The black, stenciled skull and crossbones symbol that denoted highly toxic chemical agents. Hidden in a generator bank directly beneath the biohazards level, Steven knew that this was it. This was the answer to all the riddles that had been plaguing him. This was what the feds needed to find. Whatever was in these tanks, it was probably intended to kill many people, and Steven had to believe these three men had something to do with it.

    That’s when the footsteps could be heard. Someone must have just gotten off the elevator. Actually, it sounded like two, or maybe three. Steven realized it must be them. He got down on all fours and started crawling towards the wall where the door was, passing row after row of generators. He heard the door unlock and then open, and the sound of Nash and the three men talking softly as they entered. Steven only caught the occasional word, but made no sense of the conversation. He peeked around a corner to see Nash pointing out one of the generators, though whether or not it was a functioning one or not, he couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter. He had to get out of here.

    Seeing as the four men had already passed his row, he crawled to the wall, then slowly and silently made his way to the door. He waited to see if the men would move farther from the door, but after several seconds, he worried they would only return. He was about to hit the button to open the door when he noticed a large, red folder bound and sitting on the nearest generator. He glanced up. Two of the foreigners were holding identical ones, while one of them was empty-handed. As Dr. Nash continued talking and pointing at the generator, he made a gesture at one of the men’s envelopes. Steven watched as the one without his seemingly looked around for it. Time was up.

    Steven swiped the folder with one hand and hit the button with the other, to which the door quickly opened. He dashed out and into the hallway, certain that he had not revealed his face to any of them. Still, he heard shouting and running behind him, and decided that taking the stairs was the smartest option. If this was all that he thought it was, he couldn’t make it all the way out of the building. They would stop him long before that. But, as he rapidly prayed the most cohesive and desperate prayers that he could, a thought hit him. It was borderline crazy, but it might be the only thing that could work. He reached the stairs and nearly slid down the railing to level 22, where there was a reception desk.

    Briskly walking to the desk with all the composure he could muster, Steven swiped a manila envelope from on top of the file cabinet there, scribbled out the address to Alan Fielding’s garage, and stuffed the folder inside. The one receptionist was scrolling on her phone and didn’t seem to be paying much attention, so Steven took three stamps from the roll beside her, put them on the envelope and sealed it, and placed it in a basket with outgoing mail. The woman kept scrolling. Finally, Steven breathed. And a few seconds later, when two armed security guards walked past him, he breathed a prayer of thanks.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    December 22, 3:30 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    It may not have been the most impressive victory, but putting down her phone in favor of sitting in the big, leather chair with a cup of coffee and the Bible was a win for Anna. She had gotten back to Sofie’s apartment early, after spending several hours at Southland tower for weapons training. Agent Ramirez had remarked at Anna’s exceptional marksmanship with a rifle, and although Sofie kept it low-key, she seemed quite proud of her sister’s skill. She was well aware that Anna had been obsessed with archery through all of high school, even helping organize an archery camp one summer. She had very rarely fired guns, but obviously some of the skill with a bow had transferred over. Now, finishing her reading with a browse through the Psalms kept Anna’s spirits running high.

    “You have multiplied, O Lord my God, Your wondrous deeds and Your thoughts toward us; none can compare with You!”

    Psalm 40 was one of her favorites. Revolving around clear memories of God’s faithfulness, it was a passage that Anna kept close to her heart. She had gone through some dark times in the last few years, and the words of the Psalm rang true in remembrance of the path, and gave hope for the future.

    “I will proclaim and tell of them, yet they are more than can be told.”

    Anna stopped short of the end. Her near-death experience had thrown her into a position she never could have reached on her own. Federal agents, acquaintances from back home, even her own adopted sister; any conversations with them could turn into testimonies of God’s faithfulness. Indeed, they already had. Anna used to struggle with finding the courage to talk about her faith, but after feeling the searing heat and the tearing of flesh from two supersonic pieces of lead, those fears had diminished somewhat. There were plenty of people around her who were still walking in darkness. As long as she was here, she had an opportunity.

    Anna closed the Bible, looking at it for a moment and remaining still. She lifted her gaze to the golden light outside. The weather was beautiful today, perfect for a walk down the lightly-dusted Manhattan streets beneath wreaths, ribbons, and colored lights. She got up and donned her coat and boots, threw her scarf around her neck, and went outside.

    The crisp air was refreshing, even as it carried the occasional snowflake into Anna’s path. She walked briskly, softly singing Go, Tell it on the Mountain and smiling at anyone she passed. Christmastime in the city was exactly as she had imagined it from all the movies and songs, and for a moment, she wondered if Chris might be free to walk and talk and enjoy the experience with. But unlike her, he still had his day job, and was likely working right now. As she reached the chorus a second time, someone else crossed her mind. She thought about the Fieldings, and her conversation with Haley, whose brother was only a few blocks away. Haley was worried not only for Silas’ physical safety, but for his emotional and spiritual health as well. He was alone here in the city, and just as with so many others, surrounded by danger and darkness. A particularly bright traffic light turned on just up ahead, and as Anna looked up, she saw a sign for Duane Street.

    No way.

    Suddenly, it hit Anna that Haley had mentioned Silas’ residence being on Duane Street. Anna only paused a moment, her singing having faded into silence. Moments passed, the light changed, and busy people passed by and around her.

    Alright, Lord.

    It didn’t take long before she located the right building, and as the evening darkness began to settle, Anna wasted no time in heading inside. Quickly ascending the stairs to his floor, she found apartment 604 and knocked, hesitating only briefly. After a minute of waiting, she figured he was probably at work himself. Then, as she considered the silliness of dropping in so unexpectedly and prepared to leave, the door opened.

    “Anna?” Silas finally said after staring a moment.

    “Hi, Silas,” she smiled.

    He looked graciously confused.

    “I’m sorry for stopping by unannounced,” Anna apologized. “I hope I’m not taking you from anything.”

    “No, no not at all,” he replied quickly, almost as if he had just figured out exactly how he knew her. “Please, come in!”

    “I just wanted to see how you’re doing, is all,” she said as she entered, making no effort to remove her mittens or scarf. “I had a really nice conversation with your sister the other day. She told me you had moved down here.”

    She looked around as Silas shut the door. While modern and sharp, the suite was lightly furnished, having no pictures, plants, candles, or any other appointments that Anna might have expected from when she first got to know the twin siblings. Then again, Brooke had struck her as the outgoing leader, and Silas as more of a follower.

    “Do you want a drink?” Silas asked, seeming to immediately regret the choice of words. “Or like a snack, or something? I have chips, I think.”

    “No, no I’m fine, thanks,” Anna assured, finally turning around. “I actually forgot my phone, and I’ll want to get back to my sister’s before she thinks I got abducted.”

    Silas barely smiled. Obviously, he was still surprised, and probably wondered what Anna’s actual reason for visiting was. It was time to cut to it.

    “How are you doing?” she asked bluntly.

    He looked at her for a moment, gauging the earnestness of her question.

    “I mean,” he started slowly. “I’ve been better, I guess.”

    He put his hands in his pockets and lowered his gaze to the floor.

    “It’s been pretty tough lately. Really, really tough,” he corrected. “But, work’s keeping me busy.”

    He looked up and tried to smile as genuinely as he could. Anna couldn’t help but see a struggle in his eyes; a desire to be upbeat and positive, but amongst a set of circumstances that was doing everything possible to defeat him. If he was indeed doubting his faith as his sister had indicated, Anna knew there was no better time to act. She was sure that without Jesus, one’s chances of overcoming fear, temptation, or any other weapon of darkness were nonexistent. With a silent, almost subconscious prayer, she proceeded.

    “Silas, how’s your faith doing?”

    The question sounded so brash as it came out. Silas looked up, even more confused than before. Still, Anna stuck to it and waited for a response.

    “I don’t know,” came the delayed, disconnected answer.

    Dreadfully uncomfortable silence hung in the air. Silas looked around for a moment, then back at Anna.

    “What should I say?” he asked, almost defensive. “‘God is good?’”

    Silas was now staring intently.

    “Maybe to some people,” he went on. “Maybe to you, Anna. But he doesn’t pay much attention to me. And believe me, I’ve looked. I’ve tried.”

    There was obviously anger building in him. There was more hurt than could be seen. But even as Silas dug in and made a case against trusting God, Anna prayed that whatever came from her lips next would be words of wisdom.

    “You’re alive, Silas,” she offered gently.

    He backed off for a brief moment, so Anna continued.

    “You’re healthy, and intelligent, and you have people who love you. And I’ve been depressed, too. I know how hopeless you’re feeling right now.”

    That was the wrong thing to say.

    “I don’t think you do, Anna,” Silas replied in an extremely condescending tone. “Unless you’ve watched your best friend, the most God-fearing person you’ve ever known die a horrible death even while she praises him, you don’t know.”

    He took a half-step forward, still staring.

    “You don’t know the abandonment, the betrayal, the slap in the face of losing the two most faithful Christians in your life before their time. Of watching your family members die, one by one, all around you.”

    “Silas, from what I knew of your sister, she died with the faith that God still loved her and cared for her,” Anna tried.

    Silas seemed taken aback by that, but no less angry.

    “Anna, I think maybe you should go,” he finally responded, with as much composure as he could muster.

    Anna looked at him, waiting to see if he was serious. After a pause, Silas looked down, slowly walked to the door, and opened it wide. A wave of defeat swept over Anna, but she knew she had to oblige. She looked down and walked across the room and through the door.

    “Thanks for checking in on me,” Silas said in a subdued tone. “Really. I’m just… I’m still working things out.”

    His anger was not completely gone, but he was trying to end the scene on a diplomatic note. Anna stood still after walking into the hallway. She felt numb, almost betrayed, herself. Had Silas forgotten her lying in a hospital bed with two holes in her shoulder? Did he not remember how much she had shared with him and Brooke in Mexico? She turned around finally.

    “Your sister wants you to come home right away” she warned plainly. “She thinks Altar is dangerous, Silas.”

    Now she looked intently at him for a moment. He didn’t say anything.

    “She’s right,” Anna finished.

    With that, she held the gaze a moment longer, then walked down the hall and into the stairwell. Silas had seemed a little caught off-guard by that ending, but remained silent.

    Out on the sidewalk, Anna slowly meandered back towards Sofie’s. She looked around, the same, festive atmosphere now giving off a different light. After thinking for a long while, she thanked God that she had at least had the opportunity, and more so that she had taken it. As she entered the home stretch of her walk, she decided that talking with Chris might be a good idea after all. And, if her little sister wanted to join them, Anna would take yet another opportunity to wear her faith on her sleeve.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    December 23, 4:55 a.m.

    Southland Tower, Manhattan

    

    Monica looked as surprised as Chris had ever seen her, but that wasn’t saying much. She reclined in the office chair a little, one eyebrow slightly raised, but with an amused stare that she probably used on any average suspect. Chris hadn’t intended on launching into a tirade, but then, he had planned on finding Micah here, not her. He hadn’t planned on even coming here originally, but on his way home from work, he had felt compelled to tell his new employers exactly how he felt. Now, catching his breath, he wasn’t sure it had been the right move.

    Monica looked down at the pen she was playing with and set it on the desk.

    “Any other concerns you’d like to share, Chris?” she asked with what sounded like a thin layer of sarcasm.

    Chris stared for a moment. It had been a particularly long night, one of the hardest since the night of the shooting. Not only had there been a death from a car wreck, two other innocents had died of gunshot wounds as the result of a botched robbery. The increased activity had required him to come in early for his shift; thus he had to cancel dinner plans he had only just made with Anna. That in itself didn’t make him angry; he just couldn’t help but think of her as the night unfolded and emergency after gruesome emergency drained him a little bit more. When he found her in that same hospital two months ago, he saw it as nothing short of a miracle, and he was prepared to leave this city altogether and go with her. Now, Anna was joining this group of rogues who seemed to have danger following them wherever they went, and he was not about to let her become another pawn in their game.

    “Don’t talk down to me,” he snapped back with laserlike focus.

    Monica tried to relax her stance.

    “I’m not,” she replied calmly. “Really.”

    She looked serious - no sarcasm.

    “Please, sit,” she beckoned.

    Chris looked at the chair she offered, finally taking it and easing his steely glare. Monica waited even after he had taken the seat.

    “I’m sorry,” she said finally. “I think… I think after several years of trying to hold Micah’s leash, I’ve just ended up picking up his traits.”

    Chris finally looked from the desk over to her, but she was staring at her hands. She was trying her best, but Chris still didn’t feel like responding. The way he saw it, the entire operation here was built around deceit, and it never stopped. He couldn’t bring himself to trust anyone in this building. He certainly couldn’t bring himself to let them hurt someone he loved. Anna had put all this in Jesus’ hands, true, and Chris would do the same, but he would also take a stand where it needed to be done. He wasn’t going to let innocent people be written off as collateral damage in the name of some half-baked pseudo-justice. Apparently, Monica was not prepared to say anything more at the moment. Finally, Chris realized this and pressed his advantage.

    “I need to know what’s really behind all this,” he declared. “If everything that gets done here is above-board, why does Micah need to use his business to do what the Bureau won’t let him do? And vice-versa?”

    Monica had looked up for a brief second, but quickly returned her gaze to her hands.

    “Also, how does he do it?” he continued. “There’s no way he can keep a scheme like this under wraps without some serious help.”

    Monica’s eyes very subtly widened for a moment, as if somehow agreeing, then went back to normal as she continued staring down. Ignoring that odd reaction, Chris inched forward in his chair.

    “And what happens next Friday night? What happens if he brings down Altar? Hmm? Am I free? Is Anna free? What about Sofia? Or are we in deeper trouble than we are now, Monica?”

    His stare was demanding. He wasn’t settling for jokes or wisecracks anymore. At last, Monica looked up with a vulnerable look of concern. It didn’t dissuade Chris, but he tried to put compassion into his final question.

    “Who does he answer to, Monica? And why is he so bound and determined to bring that place down?”

    Trying to put her worry aside, Monica answered.

    “His wife, Meghan, was an ER nurse a couple years ago,” she began with what sounded like genuine emotion. “They lived up in Albany; Micah was a modest field agent; they were happy. Meghan gets breast cancer, and despite everyone’s best efforts and her faith, she dies.”

    Chris was suddenly engrossed in the story, looking more expectant than angry.

    “Somewhere along the line - and he’s never said how - he got convinced that Altar either caused, or could have prevented, her death.”

    Monica finally took a deep breath and leaned back somewhat. Chris accepted the story; besides Monica’s straightforward demeanor, it did seem to add up in a very dark, convoluted way.

    “He thinks he’s honoring her legacy by using all the power at his disposal to end Altar’s ‘reign of terror’,” she added with air quotes. “When really, he’s just a brilliant, but broken, man who’s searching for justice.”

    Now, Monica returned a serious look at Chris.

    “And for what it’s worth, Chris, Altar really is as monstrous as Micah says. And he’s seen them protected by people in government too many times.”

    Chris slumped back in his chair a bit, reluctantly buying her argument. Monica now inched her chair forward.

    “Chris, listen to me. I see your faith, and your compassion. I see Jesus in you. The same with Anna. I have been praying for the both of you ever since Micah roped you into all of this. And frankly, I was blown away when you two decided to accept his offer.”

    She almost cracked a smile as she said that.

    “But there was a reason you did, just like there’s a reason Anna survived in Mexico. There’s a reason you two reunited after how many years.”

    At that, Chris stared back with alarm.

    How does she know… oh, right.

    “Micah,” they said in unison.

    “Whenever he praises you two, or says he cares about you two, he really means it,” she went on. “I know he does. And I do too, Chris. God knows, I’m not gonna let anything happen to either of you.”

    For the first time, Chris offered the slightest smile.

    “I needed to hear that,” he replied softly.

    Sitting back up, Monica brought her argument home.

    “So next Friday, we’re going to take every last ounce of evidence that we can find against that place, strip them of every last red cent they have, and throw every single one of their corrupt, criminal employees in prison for good.”

    It was quite the rousing speech. Now, Chris truly did smile, looking up as he did so. Oddly enough, though, not all of his questions had been answered. One in particular nagged at him.

    “What about Sofia?” he asked, his expression fading slightly.

    The question elicited a pause.

    “Is she doomed to live the assassin’s life forever?” he added.

    Monica studied Chris for a moment, seemingly disappointed.

    “She’s quite the complicated individual, isn’t she,” came the eventual response.

    Chris was unmoved.

    “I keep praying, every day, that she comes to her senses and gets out of this game while she still can. If all goes according to plan Friday, I think that prayer might finally get answered,” Monica thought out loud.

    That ‘if’ was growing bigger every day.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    December 23, 12:10 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Hacking the wifi and phone signals of federal agents was one of the more upstanding aspects of Sofie’s job. At least, when viewed side-by-side with killing, stealing, and even the occasional weapon or drug sale, it seemed that way. Besides, the vast majority of the time, she immediately tracked the buyers of illicit goods to their base of operations and brought the cops down on them. It all worked out in the end. These were the arguments she made with her conscience.

    Finally breaking into the network of Agent Robert Gosetti’s home residence, she quickly scrolled through his emails on her specially-designed satellite smartphone. There was a lot to go through. Too much. Sitting on the Kawasaki in her red jacket, in an alley next to the agent’s building, Sofie realized she couldn’t remain hidden much longer. She quickly downloaded as much as she could, from his emails and contacts to his pictures, documents, and even MP3 files.

    3 minutes remaining.

    “Crap,” she whispered.

    Looking both ways up and down the alley, the download felt like an eternity. Why had she been able to get everything she needed from the three previous agents’ homes? Agent Gosetti was the director of the Manhattan field office, but did he really outweigh his subordinates that much? Two weeks ago, remotely downloading the bugs onto all of their smartphones had been surprisingly simple.

    She glanced at the time again. Two minutes were left. Despite the squeaky-clean records of every agent on the counterterrorism task force, Micah wanted to be doubly sure that there was nothing left up to chance. So, for the past week, he had tasked Sofie with eavesdropping on every single one of them. The director was the last one; strong-willed and outspoken, he butted heads with Micah on the regular. If he did come up clean, as Sofie expected he would, there was one more person she needed to track down today.

    Suddenly, the phone beeped.

    Download complete.

    Sofie disconnected from the network and stuffed the phone in her pocket. Looking both ways one more time, she slapped the visor shut on her helmet and started the bike. The drive to Altar’s staff residences was normally no more than fifteen minutes, but with snow now flying, it was worth driving slower. And, considering the sensitivity of this mission, she figured she better not break too many traffic laws.

    The cold was bitter, but like so many things these days, Sofie was mostly numb to it. She couldn’t help but remember the reason she had started late today. Before heading out on the bike, she overheard a rather tense conversation between Monica and Chris, and had decided to stay for the whole thing. She had learned a little more about Monica, and quite a lot about Chris. Perhaps this newcomer was a trustworthy person after all. It was becoming clear that he had true affection for Anna, and was willing to put himself in danger for her. And for some odd reason, he even expressed concerns for Sofie’s well-being.

    Something caught her eye in the bike’s mirror. There was a white, mid-nineties sedan with barely a scratch on it, about five car lengths back. Sofie could have sworn that it was behind her ten minutes ago. Possibly a coincidence, but she would have to make sure anyway. After the next red light, she eased into the right lane, keeping an eye on the car as she did so. At the next stop, she made sure there were a couple cars in front of her, then with a quick but careful survey of her surroundings, she hopped the curb and slipped into an alley. Speeding through the rear lot between the buildings, she carefully reached to her waist and disengaged the safety on her .45-caliber pistol. It was second nature.

    On the other side of the block, Sofie peeked out of the alley and looked both ways. Fairly heavy traffic, but nothing out of the ordinary. She quickly got back into the flow and continued her journey, making mental notes of the time and street. Wanting to make her final stop as quick and seamless as possible, she got her phone out and made sure the app she was using was ready for a new target. Glancing between the phone and the road led to several close calls with the bumpers of cars in front of her. The last thing she wanted was to be killed in a wreck because she was on her phone, but the situation called for urgent multitasking. She was determined to have a flawless mission this time. It seemed that any progress they had been making lately had been due to the efforts of others, and her own encounters with Altar’s allies and operatives had come short of any useful intelligence.

    Traffic slowed a moment as another bright stoplight lit up, several cars ahead. Looking down at the phone, Sofie found the app searching for an IP host; thus, it was ready. She decided now might be a good time to turn on the automatic uploading feature. This would utilize the phone’s satellite connection to upload any files on the device to Southland’s secure servers at the tower. From there, they could be sorted out and scrutinized by trained personnel in a secure environment, with time to spare.

    As Sofie scrolled through the phone’s settings, a car door opened behind her. She jumped, whipping around with her pistol drawn. An elderly man in a gray, wool coat was exiting a yellow minivan taxi, stunned at the biker pointing a gun at him. The young, Persian-looking man in the driver’s seat looked equally shocked, clinging close to the steering wheel. After a moment of her own shocked indecision, Sofie lowered the gun and panned the scene. Everyone saw her. Some people were ducking, some people in the back were trying to reverse out of traffic, and one car door opened as its occupant practically rolled out onto the ground, presumably to crawl away without being shot. She looked back to the old man, his hands still up. Anger broiled inside her.

    Why’d he get out in the middle of the street?

    Sofie eyed the street sign next to the now-green light. Guyant Street. She was two blocks from her destination. Just then, the brief, loud chirp of a siren flared up. She glanced at the street up ahead. A white-and-blue NYPD Chevrolet Impala was sitting there, but started silently creeping towards her.

    “Step away from the motorcycle with your hands in the air!” the loudspeaker blared.

    This was it. Another split-second decision had to be made. Surrender with cover blown, or attempt to escape and finish the mission. No one had seen her face. She could ditch the jacket and the bike. It was a chance worth taking. Sofie twisted the throttle on the handlebar as far as it would go, pistol still in her fingers, and sped off as the bike did a wheelie. She rode straight ahead, as if to zoom past the squad car, which veered to cut her off. At the last second, she turned the other way and roared down Guyant Street. The siren now screamed full-blast, only fading as she finally passed the next street and closed in on the final block.

    Sofie’s pulse pounded as she finally came to 3803 Guyant, a large, light gray building where Corinne Lieran lived. According to Micah, the young woman was the primary conspirator with Steven Muehler, the man who had been setting up the bulk of the case against Altar. Steven, like all the feds on Micah’s squad, had turned up clean in the previous week. Possibly as an afterthought, it was decided that Corinne should be bugged as well.

    Seeing only one alleyway next to the building, and the closed gate in front of it, Sofie opted to use her phone right here, out in front of the curb. She opened the application, searched for what appeared to be the right wifi network, and began the decryption. Even now, a siren could be heard approaching from somewhere up ahead. Sofie’s heart sank. She was coming so very close, but this was taking too long. The police car behind her was drawing close enough that it could probably be seen if she turned around. Instead, she watched the hack be completed and the download begin. Sofie cursed under her breath, as the download was even bigger than the previous one. For a moment, she looked up and briefly considered speeding past the approaching cruiser, which was actually much closer than she had realized. She could ram the gated alleyway open, or be thrown from her bike in the attempt. She looked behind her. The cops were already exiting that car. She looked back to the phone with a pleading glance.

    5 minutes remaining.

    “Drop the weapon!” came the strained, almost fearful shout from behind her.

    Sofie slowly turned to the cops and obliged, even as the second car’s doors opened and more officers emerged. As she raised her hands, she also dropped the phone, hoping that by some miracle it would stay hidden enough for her to find it after her eventual release, but not so much that it lost its satellite signal. While looking at the approaching officers, Sofie kicked the phone as gently and nonchalantly as she could. From the corner of her eye, she watched and listened in disbelief as the phone soared across the blacktop, finding the one street drain like a hockey goal. Even if the phone survived, the signal did not. There was almost a reflexive urge to laugh inside her, but it failed, just like this mission.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    December 24, 1:30 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    The obnoxious banging on the door was only made worse when it swung open to reveal Steven. He was nothing like the calm, gentle personality he used to be. Now, he had veins in his face and neck, he tended to look around and over his shoulder, and he spoke in choppy, tense sentences. As he invited himself in, Silas thought that at the very least, he probably wasn’t here to preach. He was way too distracted and paranoid for that. After a quick look into the hallway, Silas closed the door and turned to Steven with mild amusement.

    “No one here, right?” Steven asked briskly.

    “Oh, just Nash, over for a couple beers,” Silas replied with deadpan sarcasm.

    “Silas, my phone got hacked this week,” Steven continued, ignoring the quip. “Someone got in. They could have seen anything, or everything.”

    Silas couldn’t help but convey his confusion with a contorted stare.

    “What are you talking about?”

    Steven seemed to recoil a little, but quickly picked up.

    “Anything I’ve said, good or bad, about Altar, they know it, Silas.”

    They?

    Silas still wasn’t following. Did Steven think Altar was spying on him? What was the big deal if he had dissed his job? How would that make him any different from anybody else in the world? Frankly, Silas didn’t care, as this was cutting into his Sunday game time. He just stared at Steven, doing his best to glare in annoyance. Steven retried with a more direct approach.

    “You have to go home. Tonight.”

    “No,” Silas replied, quickly and plainly.

    Surprised, Steven pressed on.

    “Silas, please. It’s…”

    He was struggling for words.

    “It’s dangerous. Things are… maybe going to go down, real soon.”

    This was worse than preaching. Steven was just being ridiculous. Silas had vowed not to let him ruin what he had going with Corinne, and now was the moment to take action.

    “Unless you tell me exactly what is going on, right now Steven, I’m not going anywhere.”

    Steven paused, obviously racked with indecision. Silas saw the hopelessness in his eyes, but it didn’t really move him. Why was Steven acting so weird, yet unable to give any details as to why? And why on earth was he doing this after being the person to bring him down here in the first place? The minute or so of silence practically answered the question.

    “So, I actually have plans tonight, if you wouldn’t mind, you know…” Silas gestured to the door as he walked towards the kitchen.

    “Silas, please,” Steven gently pleaded.

    Silas ignored him, instead opening a cabinet and removing what turned out to be an empty box of pasta. After watching him for a long moment, Steven accepted defeat and slowly turned to the door. Silas got a stockpot out of another cabinet and began filling it with water, just barely keeping an eye on Steven as he came to the threshold.

    “Your dad is getting something in the mail,” Steven said after turning to Silas one last time. “If you don’t listen to anything else I tell you, listen to this.”

    Silas turned off the water, put the pot on the burner, and looked up smugly.

    “Make sure Brandon Forester gets it. He’ll know what it’s about.”

    Steven gazed as calmly as he had up to this point.

    “Please, Silas. Please, just do this one thing.”

    Silas, though unimpressed, gently nodded. After another pause, Steven returned the gesture and walked out the door, shutting it behind him. Silas simply got some pasta sauce out of a closet and waited for the water to boil.

    Half an hour later, Silas was enjoying some lightly spiced rotini, which he had resorted to after finding no spaghetti in his apartment. Tonight was another lonely night, but at least he would be at work tomorrow. He couldn’t remember the last time he hadn’t been home for Christmas, but rather than upset, he was actually excited. Not only did it underscore the importance of his position at Altar, it meant he was finally independent, in a new city with a new life, and most importantly to him, with a woman. He still missed his sister and mother more than anyone, but he had long accepted the fact that they were gone, and never coming back. Corinne, on the other hand, was alive and well. She was intelligent, successful, beautiful, and she cared for him. Silas looked forward to spending every second he could with her. He suddenly realized that now might be a good time to call her. She had told him she couldn’t go out tonight due to paperwork due tomorrow, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t at least talk. Silas finished his final three bites of rotini and put the bowl on the coffee table.

    Picking up his phone, he found her number and dialed. By the second ring, she had picked up. Silas spent almost the entirety of the hour-long conversation with a smile on his face. He clicked with this girl. She made him laugh, and vice versa. They could talk about serious topics or goofy ones. They mused about the staggering scale of the universe and the possible purposes of existence, and they compared their favorite superheroes and cartoon episodes. Silas brought up Brooke’s favorite recipes when the conversation called for a little nostalgia, and he mentioned how he wanted to teach Corinne to ride a horse and go skeet shooting. In reality, though, he would prefer to never leave this city. He wanted to make money and spend it on her, and marry her, and achieve the life he had always dreamed of. There was a way now. And it didn’t involve listening to Steven, or feeling guilt over his depressed family.

    “Hey, so there’s something I have to tell you,” Silas said solemnly as they were wrapping up.

    “Okay,” Corinne said hesitantly, her cheery voice being brought down a few notes.

    “I talked with my family about New Years, and, well, um…”

    Silas took great pride in what he hoped was dramatic effect, but realized later that it was probably just cheesy.

    “What time should we leave Friday?”

    There was silence.

    “Oh, wait,” Corinne began finally. “You mean, you’re going…”

    She was reluctant to finish.

    “...with me?”

    Silas could have sworn that she was trying to hold back her excitement.

    “If the offer still stands,” he said with a smile.

    “Oh yes! Of course! I’m so glad, Silas! And your family’s okay with it?”

    Silas shifted in his seat a little bit.

    “Oh, yeah, they’ve got something else going on anyway,” he said dismissively. “So what, straight from work Friday?”

    “That would be amazing,” Corinne replied with glee. “We’ll take the train to East Hampton and get an Uber from there.”

    “I can’t wait, Core.”

    Silas used his own abbreviated, affectionate name for her, though he immediately wondered if he should have.

    “Me neither, Sy,” she shot back.

    Once again, they said their warm goodbyes until tomorrow, even though they would likely exchange texts all night. As Silas hung up, a very strange and unpleasant pang of guilt hit him for his interaction with Steven. He didn’t dwell on it for more than a moment, though, and proceeded to the bedroom to turn on his computer, closing the door behind him.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    December 24, 4:00 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    This was the second time in less than three months that Chris was visiting a Manhattan police precinct. Actually, it was the second time ever. It wasn’t terribly crowded with people, at least in the waiting room. Maybe the weather had something to do with it. Chris couldn’t help but feel compassion for those who were spending their holiday in jail, as he wondered what long chain of events in their lives had led them here. The middle-aged officer led him past cells containing rough old men, dejected young women, jittery twentysomethings of various shapes and sizes, and every other person in between. Chris lifted each of them up in the briefest prayer as he passed.

    At least they’re not on a gurney, covered in blood.

    The black officer stopped at the second-from-last cell, staring rather coldly at its occupant. It was the kind of stare that could only be given by someone working here on Christmas Eve.

    “This is her,” he said in a voice of equal displeasure.

    He gave a signal to the officer at the window down the hall, shortly after which the cell door opened.

    “All yours,” he said as he turned without looking at Chris, and walked back down the cell block.

    Chris stared at Sofia with his hands in his coat pockets. She was looking dejected herself, sitting on the bench and gazing at her boots. Finally, she looked up.

    “Why did you call me?” Chris asked straight up.

    Sofia barely smirked, looking to the wall in lieu of an answer.

    “Why not… Micah? Or Monica? Or Anna?” he added.

    She looked out at the hallway.

    “I was being tailed yesterday. I don’t know who it was, but I didn’t want anything leading back to the company,” she began as she stood up and left the cell, putting on her red jacket as she did so. “And if they were as dangerous as I assume they were, I didn’t want Anna coming down here.”

    Chris only watched her walk down the hallway. He was baffled by her straightforwardness, but also found some humor in it. He smiled and shook his head, looked at the empty cell, and finally followed her to the lobby. There, he found her arguing with a blonde, female officer who was in a room behind glass.

    “What do you mean, it’s not here?” Sofia asked incredulously, with the sass of a highschooler. “That’s my bike!”

    Chris reached the window in time to watch the officer reply as apathetically as possible.

    “Ma’am, it was registered to a Mr. Todd Sweeney. He came and picked it up last night.”

    She talked over Sofia as if she didn’t even hear, staring at her computer screen as she did so. Chris turned to Sofia. Evidently, she heard the officer, as she slowly came to realize what she had been told. She smacked the ledge with her fist and cursed Micah under her breath. Chris, though confused, looked between the two women until Sofia turned and made her way to the exit, at which point he thanked the officer and headed out himself. Outside, it was practically a whiteout. Sofia’s countenance sunk further as she stood by the door.

    “My car’s over here,” Chris said as he walked by, a tinge of satisfaction in his voice.

    Sofia insisted on making one stop on the way, where she briefly got out at a curb, eyed over a street drain very carefully, and returned to the car sullen. She didn’t explain. From that point on, she only rested her chin on her arm as she gazed pitifully out the window. The car ride was quiet, save for the occasional car horn, the low hum of the heater, and the barely-audible pop music Chris was playing.

    “What is that,” she said in a mildly annoyed tone that could barely be distinguished as a question.

    Chris glanced at her, surprised, then back at the radio.

    “Uh,” he scrambled, not quite expecting an opportunity like this. “That’s ‘Another in the Fire.’ Just a, uh...”

    He turned it up a single notch.

    “Just a cover of it that I found.”

    “Why are you playing it if you can’t hear it?” she asked in the same, sour tone.

    “I mean, I can hear it,” Chris replied.

    After a strange period of silence, Chris turned it off.

    “Why did you show up?” Sofia finally asked.

    Chris only looked forward, slightly loosening his grip on the wheel.

    “Because you called,” he replied finally.

    “Because of Anna?” she retorted, turning to him for the first time.

    Chris sighed.

    “Maybe partly,” he started. “But, I’m kind of, you know… a part of the team, now.”

    Sofia snorted, to which Chris quickly turned.

    “What?” he asked.

    Now she was actually chuckling.

    “Nothing, nothing,” she answered, shaking her head as she tried to suppress her laughter. “I guess you kind of are.”

    Chris glanced between her and the road.

    “I just,” she continued. “I just didn’t think you’d make it this far.”

    Now, Chris offered a smile.

    “I probably shouldn’t have,” he conceded.

    “But accepting Micah’s offer,” Sofia went on. “That was because of Anna.”

    Chris’ fading smile returned, brighter than before, until he finally let out a toothy grin.

    “Yeah,” he said. “That was. And you know what? I still have no idea what kind of ‘work’ I signed up for.”

    He looked at Sofia.

    “Do you?”

    She looked back out the window.

    “Let’s just say it’s probably gonna be more than you bargained for.”

    Out the window, they passed a street where the Southland building could be clearly seen, a half dozen blocks away.

    “Chris, I need to get back there,” she said, sounding more concerned than before.

    “You can spare a few hours for Christmas dinner, Sofia.”

    Sofia looked taken aback.

    “My mom came down to my place for the weekend. Anna’s over there right now. She’s taking a train back home in the morning.”

    Sofia was trying to figure out exactly what was going on. For the first time in Chris’ memory, she seemed to be at a loss for words.

    “I don’t… why do you want me th-”

    “Sofia,” Chris interrupted with a little more volume. “Just have a little downtime with your family.”

    He gave her an earnest glance.

    “Everyone needs to rest once in a while.”

    Sofia slowly turned from him to the road ahead, then to her window.

    “And, you can eat actual food for once,” he added.

    Sofia couldn’t help but smile. Chris expected that to be the last of it, as they were about five minutes out, but then Sofia picked up.

    “Ever since I came here, I’ve only gone by Sofia.”

    Chris didn’t turn, but listened intently.

    “Then Anna showed up, and I was suddenly being called Sofie again.”

    She looked back to the road.

    “It doesn’t mean much, I guess. But in a way, Sofie was, like, a different person.”

    Suddenly, she sort of recoiled, as if embarrassed. Chris let the pause endure for a moment, then finished for her.

    “And you don’t know if she can come back,” he said calmly.

    No response.

    Lord, this is it. All You.

    “She can,” he went on, a slight quiver in his voice. “You just have to…”

    Chris had prayed for so many years now to be able to witness to someone. Not to preach or even convert; just to let others know where his hope came from, and the reason why he felt any compassion or did anything good at all. He had read book after book, listened to sermon after sermon, and yet every single time he had an opportunity, something inside him locked up, and he folded. Now, he saw from the corner of his eye that Sofie was listening, even if she was trying to hide it. Like many other people, she desperately wanted to believe that there was more; that there was hope. Her walls, usually intensely fortified, were weak at the moment. A perfect shot had been placed in front of Chris. What was stopping him?

    “...you just… have to believe it, Sofie.”

    The shot slipped away, even as Chris silently prayed for another chance. He knew, though, it would not be here again anytime soon. Sofie turned back to the window with a pondering look.

    The final minute of the ride was painful, but Chris regained the slightest glimmer of hope as he parked in the rear lot of his building and answered a call from his mom. He told her they’d be up in a minute, and she responded at length with how wonderful Anna was. Chris’ guilt was slowly replaced with embarrassment at what Anna might be hearing, but that too slowly turned into thankfulness. He thanked God for Mom and Anna, and for having the opportunity to be gracious to Sofie, and lastly, for the hope he had in Jesus and the presence of the Holy Spirit.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    December 24, 5:30 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Making noise was becoming less and less of a concern as the tennis ball bounced across the apartment. Anna was willing to bet that if anyone was spending the holiday downstairs, they too would be making enough commotion to ignore some running around up here. Scotty, the Addimans’ golden retriever, was desperately chasing the ball wherever it bounced, which in itself was a welcome reminder of home. In the kitchen, Sofie was helping Julie, Chris’ mom, throw together a fruit salad, even as they seemed to delve deeper into a conversation about Julie’s childhood. She was such a lovely woman, kind and cheery and engaging. It struck Anna as remarkable how much Sofie was connecting with her. Maybe it was the fact that she was meeting Sofie in such a different environment, and didn’t carry the same, imposing familial authority as Anna’s mom.

    When Scotty finally came back, he walked past Anna into the kitchen, to the bowl of water that Chris had set out for him. Anna looked around, noticing Chris out on the balcony. She took one more peek into the kitchen before walking to the balcony doors. Outside, the snow had let up, even allowing the crescent moon to be seen. Chris jumped slightly, apparently deep in thought.

    “Everything alright?” Anna asked gently, not quite shutting the door all the way.

    “Oh, yeah,” Chris assured. “Just feeling a little tired. Wanted to wake myself up,” he smiled.

    Anna looked up at the moon thoughtfully for a moment.

    “It’s in the waning phase,” she said out of nowhere. “It’ll be the third quarter tomorrow.”

    She closed her eyes. There was a special clarity in the air tonight. Ever since she had been staying in this city, she had been out of her element. She had been afraid, and often felt alone. Nightmares were common, almost universally being a rehash of the moment she was shot. She had seen no other option but to pray intensely every day, the same as she had done after almost giving up on God altogether, on that night almost four years ago. Now, a couple months into her stay in Manhattan, there was a peace in her life, which only pushed her to pray more. She had confidence, she had hope, and she really knew that the Lord was working in her life. She breathed deeply and turned to Chris.

    He looked at the moon for a moment, then down the street. From this eighth-level studio, a long stretch of lit-up blocks could be seen, with all the accompanying traffic and busyness. The atmosphere was a strange one to Anna. There were so many people doing so many things, yet one could seemingly go completely and utterly unnoticed here.

    “Hey,” Chris started. “So, do you remember the conversation we had that day in the hospital coffee shop, before Micah showed up?”

    Anna smiled, and now looked down the street herself. She had never forgotten that day.

    “Yep,” she said lightly.

    Chris surveyed the cityscape again. He probably wondered, like she did, if what they had said to each other that day still held true, or if they had just been crushing together and not really in a state to make serious commitments. After all, they were now in a dangerous, high-stakes game, potentially making themselves targets for a massive, shady corporation. Maybe now was not the time. Maybe this was all happening to teach them that there wouldn’t be any time. Not for them. Not for a relationship.

    “I meant it, Anna. Every word,” he said, looking at his hands.

    It caught Anna off-guard, but instead of a downplayed response, she looked straight at him. She knew how she felt. She had for years. Chris was a sincere, courageous, God-fearing man, and the love Anna had for him went beyond any juvenile crush. It was admiration, it was respect, it was a connection grounded in their trust in Jesus. Seeing him gently lift his gaze to her, smiling hopefully, she remembered that she did in fact have a crush on him, though.

    “Me too,” she offered with a smile and a light nod.

    After a few moments of silence, Chris continued.

    “So… what does that mean going forward?”

    Anna thought for a moment.

    “Friday, after everything, we talk to Micah together, and hand in our resignations,” she stated confidently. “And, well, I guess then we… figure everything else out.”

    She paused for dramatic effect, then turned to Chris to see him grinning from ear to ear.

    “I don’t think I could have said it better myself.”

    The air stirred with an aura of happiness right then, one that required nothing further to be said.

    “Anna!” Sofie yelled in an almost comically obnoxious tone. “Chris!”

    Both turned to her. Her expression was a mixture of humor, mischief, and maybe, Anna thought, even love.

    “Get in here and eat!” Sofie finished before returning to the kitchen.

    Anna and Chris turned to each other once more, as happy as they had been up to this point.

    “Thank you for this,” she said gently. “This… this is almost like being home again.”

    “Anna, come on,” Chris replied spiritedly. “This is one of the best Christmases I’ve ever had. Thank you.”

    Anna wanted to go and eat, but she couldn’t help but attempt a Christmas song again. The night was too perfect. After a deep breath, she began singing ‘Midnight Clear,’ which Chris quickly joined in on. Somehow, their voices seemed to carry even through the breeze and the bustle of the street below. Most of the clouds were gone now, with only random snowflakes catching the light of the moon. Their caroling was cut short by the tennis ball hitting the door so hard, Anna thought it would smash through.

    “Food’s getting cold!” Sofie shouted.

    After one more exchanged glance, Anna and Chris laughed, and headed inside.

    

  
    

    
      HALEY
    

    

    December 28, 4:15 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    “He’s… not?” Arthur asked in confusion. “I thought Silas was dying to get back home.”

    “Well, you probably haven’t talked with him lately,” Haley said as diplomatically as she could, trying to hide her simmering anger from their guest. “He’d rather spend all his time with his new city babe.”

    She knew she wasn’t hiding it very well. She continued assembling ingredients on the counter, first from an upper cupboard, and then from the fridge.

    “But then,” Haley added, “I wouldn’t really blame you, because he doesn’t seem to want to talk to any of us anyways.”

    She slammed the butter onto the counter much harder than she had intended. Arthur flinched slightly, while Brandon only watched awkwardly. When she paused for a moment, Arthur pulled out his phone and began scrolling through his contacts. Haley filled a measuring cup with water.

    “You really don’t need to bother, Art,” she offered with a calmer voice.

    Arthur dialed Silas anyways. After waiting on the line for at least half a minute, he hung up. Brandon took his arms off the countertop.

    “I can stop by another time,” he said graciously.

    “No, man,” Arthur assured. “Come on, let’s talk about something else for now,” he smiled, putting his phone away.

    Haley only whisked some dry ingredients together in a bowl. She was not ready to get over her anger so soon. She could not, for the life of her, understand what was happening to her life. Her family was facing the most difficult test it ever had, and it was slowly being torn apart. Silas was responding to it by distancing himself from everyone else, and apparently, their father was giving up entirely, waiting for his cancer to end his life. Arthur, for his part, was helping however he could, but the military would not let him be on leave forever. Haley felt alone, with little to no motivation to pray anymore, and no response when she did.

    “Steven and Emma still planning to be here on Sunday night, Hale?” Arthur asked.

    “Can you put that pan on medium?” she ignored, gesturing to the stove.

    Arthur slowly obliged.

    “I don’t know, Art. I think Emma is, maybe.”

    As Arthur began to assess the mood and take control of his side of the kitchen, Brandon decided to try and jump in, too.

    “I don’t hear from Steven much anymore,” Brandon tried to interject. “How’s he doing?”

    “Nobody seems to know, lately,” Haley sighed. “Emma says he’s been acting weird. She wants him to leave New York altogether.”

    “I think it’s Altar,” Arthur spoke up. “That place is trouble. I keep saying it.”

    Haley noticed Brandon give a wary look, after which an awkward silence ensued. Finally, a loud crash happened upstairs. Arthur and Haley briefly glanced at each other, then both made for the stairs.

    “Dad!” Arthur yelled as he made it to the bedroom first.

    Haley helped him get their father up off the hardwood floor. He had a small but bloody gash on his arm. Brandon, who had briefly peeked his head into the room, returned with gauze and a bottle of peroxide.

    “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Alan said gruffly, as his kids sat him down on the bed. “I just tripped. You people have never tripped before?”

    Now, Arthur was showing his frustration.

    “Dad, if you don’t check yourself into a hospital, I will. You’re gonna kill yourself.”

    “Ah, so you figured out my plan?” Alan quipped as Brandon tried to clean the wound.

    Arthur’s face was red. He seemed ready to explode, so Haley decided to speak.

    “Dad, if you want to die so badly, I suggest you go out to the barn with a twelve gauge and just do it,” she stated forcefully.

    Her dad looked like he wanted to make a wisecrack, but hesitated, and then looked down. Brandon finally gestured that Alan should put pressure on the dressed wound, but otherwise tried to remain silent.

    “That’s not it,” Alan said softly. “I’ve just… I’ve just been tired. I’m tired of everything. I thought I would just pray about the cancer, and if God wanted to keep me here, great. If he wants me to die, that’s fine too.”

    “What?” Brandon asked incredulously.

    Haley and Arthur looked at him, taken aback.

    “That’s not really how it works, Alan. As long as you’re here, you better be sure that God wants you using everything at your disposal to stay alive. It’s your duty to your family.”

    With that, Brandon nonchalantly gathered the first aid materials, turned, and walked out.

    “I’ll finish that Marsala, or whatever that is,” he called from the hallway.

    The siblings turned to their father, who looked surprised himself. Finally, Arthur spoke in a more subdued tone.

    “I’ll call the doctor tomorrow, dad. Maybe he can get you in next week.”

    Alan only nodded. After the briefest, silent prayer, Haley put her arm around her father and gave him a light kiss on the forehead.

    “We love you, dad.” she reminded him.

    

  
    

    
      MONICA
    

    

    December 29, 4:15 p.m.

    26 Federal Plaza, Manhattan

    

    The dimly-lit stairwell seemed frozen in time. It was eerily quiet, as if it were situated in some empty space between dimensions. Looking up from the next-to-last level, one could have imagined themselves against any number of apocalyptic backdrops, from the Titanic’s inner hull, to a loaded Cold War missile silo, to the heart of one of the Twin Towers. Bringing her gaze back down to her own level, Monica decided that her own situation was precarious enough. It was Friday night on New Years’ weekend. The already-lightened staff at Altar Pharmaceuticals’ headquarters would be filtering out soon, which was the very reason Micah and his team had decided on this night. But Monica could not shake a feeling that the plan would go awry. There was no way that the shadowy figures who had been pulling strings for so long, who had so meticulously plotted, who had so patiently waited for their moment, had not foreseen an obstacle like this coming up.

    On paper, everything looked right. A reliable, high-level source within Altar had not only supplied clear evidence that the company was deeply involved in fraud and other illegitimate operations, but he had also asserted that it was in fact cooperating with terrorists and foreign governments. Further intelligence gathered by Micah’s operatives, the FBI, and even the CIA pointed to a possible, imminent attack involving toxic substances from Altar. But Monica had seen people like those at Altar evade justice too many times. In addition, only the most far-fetched conspiracy theories could begin to explain why they would take part in such maniacal schemes. The potential for a spectacular, horrible disaster was now at its peak, and all Monica could do was pray, and carry out her job to the very best of her abilities. With that thought, she looked at her watch, and descended the final flight of stairs.

    She entered a ten-digit passcode, then scanned her keycard to open the door. Inside, she walked down a hallway to the weapons lockup. This particular level, one floor down from the parking garage, was one of the busiest parts of the building tonight. Many government employees were home for the holiday weekend, as many here would like to have been. Taking a turn into another short corridor, she entered a room with a couple other agents. Eric Ramirez was suited up in the olive drab tactical gear of the FBI’s SWAT units, complete with knee pads, an armored plate carrier, and multiple attachments for extra magazines and handcuffs. Lastly, clipped to a ring on his armor, was a gas mask. Upon seeing Monica, he turned from his conversation with the other agent, who was wearing his helmet and holding his own mask.

    “I can think of about eighty-three different ways to waste a Friday night,” Eric said with a smirk, double-knotting his boot. “And this sure ain’t one of them.”

    Monica returned an unconvincing smile and sat down on a bench. As the other agent headed for the door, Eric got slightly more serious.

    “What do you think our chances are?” he asked soberly, taking a seat on the other bench.

    Monica glanced at the door as it closed, then back to him.

    “Of what?” she replied. “Success? Or dying?”

    Eric recoiled with a startled expression. Monica only began fastening her own armor on.

    “I thought this was your idea,” Eric said as he leaned in.

    “My idea?” Monica snapped back. “Seriously, Eric? Tell me what other choice there is.”

    Now Eric glanced at the door.

    “You know what other choice there was,” he retorted.

    Monica pulled the armor straps as tight as they would go, making no effort to hide her frustration. She wanted to make a reference to her knowing more about Altar than almost anyone, but she thought better and held it in.

    “You know what? You’re right,” she said calmly. “Our chances tonight are much better than if we had made the other choice, Eric.”

    With that, she patted him on the shoulder and stood up. Just then, Agent Gosetti popped his head in the door.

    “Where’s the hot shot?” he asked in his not-so-subtle Brooklyn manner.

    Monica and Eric only stared, not having time to react before he returned to the hallway. The two agents looked back at each other. Monica knew this situation was no fault of anyone here. She also knew everyone here was on her side, and would give their lives for hers without a second thought. She was rattled from her experiences with Altar and its allies, and from fear of what they might very well do next, but she couldn’t let that cause her to turn on her colleagues. In a few minutes, they would all be entering what might turn out to be a very deadly situation, and they would need to trust each other. She finally smiled, and offered a hand to Eric.

    “Come on,” she said kindly. “Josie’s gonna want you home before midnight.”

    She helped him stand, he returned a faint smile, and they both grabbed their M4 carbines before leaving the room. Down the hallway, near the door to the stairwell, a room with chairs and a whiteboard contained about twenty agents, fully armed and armored. By the whiteboard, Robert Gosetti and Micah Southland strained to jointly give the team a briefing.

    “At approximately 17:15, our inside man is going to light up the signal, as already discussed, at which point-”

    “What about them, Micah?” Gosetti interrupted Micah curtly, pointing to Eric and Monica. “They didn’t hear it.”

    Micah didn’t quite give off his usual aura of being in control, but rather tried to be diplomatic. Monica reckoned it might be due in part to Gosetti’s 6’2 stature.

    “They know this part,” he smiled, trying to continue.

    “Oh, gotcha,” Gosetti quipped, turning back to the other agents.

    “At which point, we exit the vehicles at this location,” Micah continued, pointing to a rough map he had drawn on the board.

    “I didn’t realize we were having little separate meetings,” Gosetti said more quietly, arms crossed.

    “Bobby, they know our contact as well,” Micah shot back, getting feisty.

    Gosetti snapped at him for using his first name, and then Micah pegged him for not showing interest in the case initially, and before long, they were in a full-blown shouting match. In the end, Micah won out, stating that it was in fact his case, and he proceeded to give a brief but clear summary of the operation. All the agents, of course, had already received a complete printout of the details beforehand, and so they were eager to get out when the briefing was over. Monica and Eric, still positioned near the door, made sure they were the first ones out. They briskly ascended the flight of stairs to the parking garage and found the four black Suburbans parked in a corner. Next to the four was a navy blue Ford E-series, whose door Monica opened. She gave a mini-salute to Eric as he entered one of the SUVs and returned the gesture. The rest of the agents were arriving now, so Monica found her place in the van’s passenger seat and said a quick prayer.

    In a couple minutes, the entire team was ready and waiting in the five vehicles. The dead silence had returned, save for chatter in the earpiece of the agent driving the van. Monica eyed her watch again, which read 4:53. They were now cutting it very close, even if they got to Altar with sirens blaring. Just as Monica began to look to her right, where the Suburbans idled, a voice said something in the driver’s earpiece. The younger, Asian agent acknowledged and shifted into gear, just as the SUVs pulled out ahead, with no sirens to be heard.

    The motorcade weaved nimbly through traffic, with a tight formation and quick pace. Monica held onto the overhead handle, scanning every inch of the surroundings as they advanced through Manhattan. Occasionally, the siren of the lead car - Micah’s - would blip to get someone to move, but based on his aggressive driving, Monica figured he probably would have rammed through anyway. She glanced at the GPS on her satellite phone, putting it away as they approached the final block.

    “Game face,” she said plainly as she exchanged a look with her colleague.

    

  
    

    
      STEVEN
    

    

    December 29, 5:14 p.m.

    Altar Tower, Manhattan

    

    Sixty.

    Glancing up from his watch to the computer screen, Steven stood up, pushed the chair in, and made for the door exiting his office. His black leather shoes gently scuffed the carpeted floor as he stepped out into the hallway. A distant conversation or two could be heard, but no one was in sight. So far, this was working.

    Forty.

    Taking a right, Steven made his way down the second-floor hallway, further from the main staircase to the lobby. He walked past door after door, office after office, hallway after hallway. At the end, a bronze plaque honoring Altar’s founder hung on the wall between two doors. On the left, a conference room, and on the right, Nash’s office. Why he had settled for an office on the second floor, Steven wasn’t sure. Clearly though, he had higher ambitions than a room with a view.

    Twenty.

    A couple doors from the end of the hallway, Steven slowed and turned abruptly to a fire alarm on the wall. He quickly looked both ways. Still, no one to be seen. He glanced at his watch once more.

    Five, four, three…

    He swallowed hard, his pulse pounding, and pulled the alarm. Instantly, a bell rang and scattered red lights flashed. He backed away from the wall and looked around again, then walked back the way he came as quickly as he could. Confident that no one was watching, his walk almost became a jog as he went past his office and the first reception desk. He looked down the adjacent hallway, still seeing no one. Finally, he reached the open section that overlooked the first-floor lobby. Now, he saw a handful of people hurriedly making for the main exit.

    As he watched the first of them head through the doors, his gaze caught an individual in green tactical gear and an assault weapon. They were at the head of a line of others, which quickly advanced into the lobby and shouted orders at the people inside. In the back of the line, some agents broke off, with a couple holding their positions at the door and shouting into radios, and another group heading down a hallway.

    Southland came through.

    Just as Steven exhaled a sigh of relief, he heard a familiar voice.

    “What’d you do?” Frank Nash shouted with an accusing glare.

    Steven stared at him wide-eyed for a dangerously long second, then snapped back to reality.

    “I just got out here,” he said earnestly. “What’s going on?”

    Neither had time to react as a group of agents reached the bottom of the stairs and quickly headed up them. Just like that, Nash turned and bolted down a hallway. Steven, in following his part of the plan, took an already-open elevator and hit floor 38. It felt natural to wait for the agents before proceeding, but Micah Southland had distinctly instructed Steven to go straight to the location of the chemicals as soon as he sounded the alarm, and wait there. The tactical team was clearly coming up right behind him, so Steven did as he was told.

    As the doors opened on 38, the same, dim lighting filled the hallways, giving off a different shade of grayscale on every surface. Steven took another deep breath before stepping out. This floor was seemingly vacant as well. He wanted to believe it was simply due to the holiday weekend, but something was starting to tell him this was impossibly good luck. Steven strode the short distance to the door of Suite A, looking at his watch as he did so. He did a double take as he realized the door was already open. His pulse sped up. He checked the hallway again before peeking his head into the room.

    Inside, he froze at the sight. The room was empty. Not one square inch of floor was occupied. Steven looked behind him, around every wall of the room, and even glanced at the ceiling. He could suddenly feel the cold dampness of sweat beading up on his arms and back. This morning, it had all been here. The faux generators housing countless tanks of what was most likely sarin neurotoxin were now gone, without any trace or explanation. Steven ran out of the room and quickly checked the other, but found it to be exactly the same. He backed into the hallway, hearing his heart thump inside his chest. This was impossible. It didn’t make any sense.

    How could everything have slipped out of here so-

    Steven noticed a plain, yellow sticky note on the wall between the two doors. He could have sworn it wasn’t there a minute ago, but then, he probably could have missed a neon sign spelling out his name, given the state he was in right now. He stepped forward.

    “Other side,” the note read.

    Steven cautiously took the note from the wall and flipped it over.

    “Press, to save Emma.”

    He had never felt his heart sink harder. What was going on? And where on earth was Southland? He quickly scanned both sides of the note again. What was he supposed to be pressing? He looked at the wall again. He noticed the faintest square cut into the wall, as if a chunk had been cut out with a scalpel and then cleanly put back in. There was still silence all around him. He swallowed hard yet again, and pressed the square with his thumb. It was difficult, not having a lot of give, but finally he heard a mechanical sound from Suite A. Now soaked with sweat, he returned his gaze into that room. At the back, the seemingly blank wall had opened to reveal a small, plain space which looked like little more than a service elevator.

    Steven stepped into Suite A. The elevator was stainless steel, with strips of white light coming from the bottom. What purpose could an elevator shaft possibly serve if this room was really a generator bank? How long had this actually been a cache for illegal chemicals? To Steven’s terror, he saw yet another note on the rear wall of the elevator. Step by step, thud by thud, he approached. When he could finally read the note, he struggled to catch his breath.

    “Get on if you want her to wake up tomorrow.”

    He stopped just before setting foot inside. Was he supposed to do this? Was someone watching him in real time? What was even happening right now? Distant noise rose out of the main stairwell and trickled in from the hallway. That was probably the feds. Steven glanced back to the note, its red letters gripping his attention. Something in his gut pushed him to follow the note’s command, so he boarded the elevator. The door closed almost immediately, and the descent quickly began.

    Please God, save her!

    The tiny elevator moved at such a rapid speed, and made such a fearsome, roaring noise, Steven was certain he would be dead any second. The G-force caused such a feeling of weightlessness that he probably could have clung to the ceiling if he tried hard enough. Instead, Steven knelt on the floor, knowing the box would come to a rapid halt any moment. Sure enough, in mere seconds, it did. After he gathered his bearings and slowly stood up, a long, silent pause ensued. Steven’s head ached from the pounding in his veins.

    After what seemed like forever, the door opened. Steven’s vision took a moment to adjust to the new depth of field in front of him. It looked like this was the parking garage, though it was a side he had never seen in his six years of working here. Amidst the stone gray atmosphere, he realized there were several figures in white hazmat suits facing him. They wore black combat boots and gas masks, and were holding what appeared to be silenced submachine guns. Steven was having trouble deciding if any of this was really happening anymore. Behind the figures, who were standing eerily still and training their gaze on him, was the open back door of an ambulance.

    Finally, one of the figures stepped forward and removed his mask. He was bald, with piercing grey eyes and what looked like a scar on his neck.

    “Mr. Muehler,” he began in a deep, smooth voice. “Won’t you step in?”

    Steven followed the man’s gesture to another, empty white hazmat suit on the ground. He only stared, then looked up to the other figures, then back to the man. A few seconds later, the man leaned in close to Steven’s ear.

    “You’re going to want to hurry,” he said, in a whisper that felt almost as if he were crawling into Steven’s very mind.

    After letting the words seep in, the man slowly leaned back. Steven turned to see the man’s eyes gazing into his own. There was no smile, no frown, no emotion whatsoever on his face. Steven moved forward, putting his right foot into the suit, and then his left. The masked figures quickly sprung to action, with two of them pulling the suit up and helping him put it on, and one picking up a duffle bag off the ground. He handed it to the bald man, who was still behind Steven.

    “Hold still!” ordered one of the two men putting the suit on, in what sounded like a vaguely Middle Eastern accent.

    As a zipper quickly closed and the suit fully shut him in, Steven felt some movement around his upper back.

    “Get your rest,” the bald man cooly spoke again. “We’ll talk again soon, Steven.”

    For a split second, Steven thought about trying to resist, or to call for help, or possibly just to play for time until Southland and his team showed up. But, as each option passed through his mind, Steven realized they were not only bad ideas, but they were all hopeless. If there was any hope of saving Emma, and any hope of a miracle to save himself, though that was now unlikely, he had to comply with these strangers. Just as he was consigning himself to do so, the feeling towards the back of his neck turned into a hissing noise as a rush of cool air came into the suit. As Steven’s knees buckled and his eyelids got heavy, it was obvious that he was being put to sleep. Labored blinking turned to dizziness as the world began to spin around him. At last, he dropped to the ground, and everything went black.

    

  
    

    
      MICAH
    

    

    December 29, 5:40 p.m.

    Altar Tower, Manhattan

    

    It had been nearly a half hour since the FBI had stormed into Altar’s headquarters, and Micah still had nothing to show for it. As his agents swept floor after floor, room by room, the entire operation was becoming a laughable fiasco. Not only was the NYPD now encroaching on the perimeter outside the building, but firemen and news teams were starting to show up. Micah’s anger was broiling just beneath the surface, even as he waited in the lobby for another group of his agents to meet up. He had staked a lot on this thing working. His reputation, such as it was, as well as any secrecy he could use against Altar, were lost to the wind. Micah paced the granite floor, wanting so badly to place blame on someone. Monica had pressured him to pursue obtaining a warrant and executing this raid, whereas Micah would much rather have broken in and stolen everything he needed, the potential deaths nothing more than a necessary evil. Steven, for his part, was nowhere to be found, and neither were his mysterious chemical weapons.

    “Southland!” A man shouted from the top of the stairs.

    Micah quickly looked to see a handful of agents coming down.

    “The whole place is on fire up there! We gotta let those guys in!”

    The man was pointing to the firemen assembling out front, while the agents behind him were leading a couple of handcuffed, suited men.

    “Where’s Muehler?” Micah yelled.

    “He’s not here,” the agent said frantically. “Neither is the sarin.”

    Micah cursed. He couldn’t believe what was happening. He could only assume that Steven had turned at the last moment and helped Altar cover up the whole thing. That is, if there had ever been any evidence at all.

    “Micah!” Monica shouted from the entrance. “We have to get out of here. Gosetti’s opening the perimeter.”

    Micah wouldn’t even turn to her, still fuming.

    “Half the country is gonna know everything about us if we don’t leave.”

    Sure enough, Gosetti promptly led in several police officers, as well as a long line of firemen, and led them to the nearest stairwell. He glared at Micah as he passed. Monica drew closer, looking up to the second floor.

    “Wait,” she wondered out loud. “There’s actually a fire?”

    Micah only glared at the floor. He would have stormed outside, but the thought started to badger him. If there was an actual fire, who started it? And why? He looked upstairs as well, and then to Monica. His scowl had slowly turned to a look of confusion. After a moment of staring at each other, Micah ran for the stairs, with Monica right behind him.

    

    ---

    The room with the whiteboard was much quieter than it had been a few hours ago, but no less tense. The agents sat in their chairs, some with their armor removed, some with soot on their clothes, but all looking drained. Micah simply gazed down at his shoes, feeling exhausted and bloodshot. He was slowly understanding the depth of the conspiracy they were involved in. The pain in his gut wouldn’t go away, and he could only hope he wouldn’t vomit up whatever was left in him.

    “What are we waiting for?” someone finally asked grimly.

    “The state attorney general,” Gosetti answered frankly.

    He turned to Micah.

    “And if we’re lucky,” he continued. “The Director of the Bureau will summon our point-man here down to Washington, rather than make us wait for him, too.”

    Micah was fed up with the stagnant aura of the room. He wiped his mouth with his hand and looked up.

    “Go home,” he finally ordered the room full of agents. “You don’t need to be here.”

    “That’s not your call, Mikey,” Gosetti shot back.

    Still, agents began quietly filtering out as Ramirez directed them to. After about a minute, it was only Micah, Eric and Monica left with Gosetti.

    “Hope you two are looking for some food service jobs,” he taunted before gesturing to Micah. “Cause he’s gonna be stripped of his badge and his precious business.”

    They didn’t have time to respond before Micah stood up, confidently looking Gosetti in the eye.

    “Bobby,” he began, lacking the snarky tone from earlier. “You saw everything we saw. Before and after.”

    Strangely, Gosetti let him speak.

    “The room where Muehler claimed the sarin was, was empty.”

    Micah slowly took a step towards him.

    “And the fetuses; the cadavers?”

    All three of his listeners winced at the reminder.

    “Altar is involved in the abortion industry, sure; but a whole floor full of body parts? And why’d they try to burn it down before we got there?”

    Gosetti didn’t change his expression, but remained silent.

    “And what did they burn that night at-”

    He abruptly shut up. The suitcase from the night at Chris’ hospital had never come to the FBI’s knowledge. He could tell from the corner of his eye that Eric and Monica were looking mildly terrified. Now, Gosetti responded.

    “Why don’t you ask your inside man?” he mocked.

    Micah turned to the blank whiteboard, not really caring. There was definitely something here, he just had to keep digging. Steven had not betrayed him. Altar was plotting something big, but how far along they were was another question. Maybe there really was sarin, maybe there wasn’t. If there was, though, it was a red herring. The suitcase had hidden something important. Something, he believed, that was at the center of this entire mystery.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    December 29, 8:00 p.m.

    East Hampton, Long Island

    

    The Hamptons were a thing that Silas vaguely remembered hearing about now and again, but he had never really grasped the amount of wealth that the name represented. It was dark and snowing, but as the Uber drove away, he realized the building before him would have been difficult to associate with even the absolute richest part of Utica. Indeed, the entire cul de sac was a parade of some of the most magnificent buildings he had ever been around. Something felt off about his being here. Not just the fancy properties, of course, but also the fact that he was here without any family, any guidance, or any peace. He had made some headstrong decisions to get here, and was feeling a tinge of guilt over the people he had hurt on the way.

    “This is it,” Corinne said excitedly as she picked up her one small suitcase and turned to Silas.

    Silas didn’t respond for a moment. The house - though he hesitated to label it as one - was incredible. He was no student of architecture, but the building must have dated nearly a hundred years back. Rather than look worn out, though, it felt more like he had gone back in time. It was kept up beautifully, from basic landscaping, to the stone walls, and even to the weathervane near the chimney. Silas was still trying to accept that Corinne’s family owned this place.

    “Sy, we’re gonna freeze out here,” Corinne urged. “Let’s get out of the cold,” she smiled.

    Silas finally turned to Corinne and took her suitcase from her, and also picked up his own.

    “Let’s head in,” he said, returning the smile.

    Inside, Silas was honestly surprised to not find gold fixtures or fancy sculptures, though there were some paintings that looked like they were probably famous. Corinne was walking around the house quite quickly, turning on lights and raising the temperature. Silas slowly walked down the entryway, still holding the two suitcases. He tried to decide if any of the paintings looked familiar.

    “Sorry it’s chilly,” Corinne called from the other room. “My phone’s still not hooked up with the thermostat.”

    Silas would have responded, but he had noticed a painting that looked vaguely familiar. Moving ever so slightly towards it, he counted fourteen men in a sailboat, being tossed by a wave and seemingly ready to sink. His eyes narrowed as he wondered if this scene was what he thought it was. One man appeared to lounge in the boat, even as several other men surrounded him with desperate expressions.

    “What do you want to eat?” Corinne asked as she appeared from around the corner, startling Silas.

    He backed away from the painting, meeting her gaze.

    “What have we got?”

    In the end, the delivered pizza went down as well as any. Clearly, the pizzeria was not run by people as fiercely Italian as those he was used to, but it did the job. Silas was full and content. The gas fireplace warmed the house exceedingly well, and the surround speakers played classical music that filled every room. After streaming a mildly entertaining action movie, Silas decided to bring up something they had talked about only briefly.

    “So, how much time do you and your parents spend together?” he asked.

    Corinne looked down at the bowl containing only a few popcorn kernels, shifting slightly on the couch.

    “The last few years?” she began. “Maybe once or twice a year with my dad, and every few weekends with my mom.”

    She gazed deeply as she spoke, half a smile almost appearing on her lips.

    “I always look forward to weekends with my mom as they get closer, and then after about an hour with her I want to get back to the city. She’s almost exclusively on the phone or internet.”

    Silas turned his gaze downward as well. While he certainly felt a little on the fringes of his family recently, he couldn’t bring himself to say that they didn’t care for him greatly. If anyone had put a gap between them, it was more himself than anybody. But in turn, he had plenty of blame for that to place on God, even though he wasn’t sure he existed.

    “Normally, my time with dad is fun,” Corinne continued. “He’s awful busy, too, but he always sets work aside when I visit.”

    “So, where are they now?” Silas asked cautiously.

    “Dad’s in Stanford. He’s seeing someone for the holiday. Mom is working, of course.”

    She finally looked up to Silas, almost seeming to try and hide her disappointment.

    “I will admit, though,” Corinne added. “Mom has called me a lot more lately.”

    “Well,” Silas offered. “That’s a good sign, maybe.”

    Corinne only looked into the middle distance, thinking.

    “Right?” Silas tried.

    “Yeah,” she responded, as if there had been no pause. “I mean, she’s mostly just asking me a ton of questions about work, but, hey. Better than nothing, I guess.”

    Silas finally smiled. Slowly, Corinne turned her gaze to Silas. Her expression was hopeful, even as the warm firelight flickered across the room to her. They got lost in each other’s gaze for a moment, with Silas only getting shocked out of it by his phone buzzing in his pocket. He felt as if he had been scared out of a trance, or as if a door had been opened on him doing something wrong. As he wrestled the phone out of his pocket, Corinne seemingly snapped out of her dream. She turned to the plates and bowls on the coffee table, and began gathering them up. When Silas finally got the phone out of his jeans, it had stopped. It reported one missed call, from “Hale.” He nonchalantly set it on the table and helped clean up what he could.

    After cleaning up, Corinne and Silas made conversation about the movie, as well as about other, better ones, but nothing deeper than that. They noted the time, being just after 11:00 p.m., and agreed on being tired. Corinne showed him the spare rooms - there were four of them, to be exact - and Silas chose the one with a balcony overlooking the chilly, dark Atlantic, and after bringing his suitcase to his room, they cordially said goodnight. He took a shower and put his bathrobe on, but found himself pestered by guilt. He realized finally that his phone was still downstairs, so he made the trip to get it.

    As he found it where he had left it on the coffee table, still soaked in the orange firelight, he decided to sit down. There was no text, no voicemail, just a missed call from his sister. He set the phone down, wondering if he should call back. It was almost midnight, so it seemed better to wait for morning. He began to stare into the fire, and somehow his thoughts once again drifted to that boat. Tossed by the waves on a lake in Israel, a handful of men begged the Creator of the universe to wake up from his nap and save them.

    He’s still sleeping.

    His gaze turned only more sullen until Corinne spoke out of the blue.

    “Sy?” she asked softly.

    She had a look of concern on her face, even as she drew closer.

    “You alright?” she added.

    Silas wasn’t sure what to say. Nothing, really, was alright. He was convinced of that. But now, he was faced with the temptation he had been entertaining for so long. It was one he had made no serious effort to fight, but rather had excused. Here, alone in a mansion, at night in their pajamas, Silas decided he could make his own choices. Trusting, waiting, obeying; he had yet to see anything good come of those behaviors. As she sat down next to him, gazing into his eyes longingly, Silas no longer had any will to resist. Abandoning all he had been brought up to believe about waiting, everything telling him not to give in, he took that final step with Corinne.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    December 30, 6:30 a.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Things had taken a downhill turn at the workplace recently. Really, it was more of a nosedive. Micah was now under investigation from Internal Affairs, as were Eric and Monica. After the mostly unsuccessful raid at Altar, Micah’s informant, as well as the chemical weapons that the company had allegedly created, were lost to the wind. And, due to Micah having to keep a relatively low profile now, Southland Corporation was doing very few special activities. Anything not related to legitimate business was almost completely in Sofie’s hands, save for what little communication she was receiving from Micah. In truth, she had the most freedom of anyone at the moment. The irony was almost enough to make her grin, except that she was still forced to drive the sedan instead of her motorbike.

    Having no particular reason to hurry, Sofie leisurely guided the BMW down Broadway. It was pretty quiet this early on a Saturday. Still, she had made sure the doors were locked and her weapons were within reach, and she would constantly scan her environment, especially when on more narrow streets. She had one important task to do today. Actually, it had been her final task on the day she had been arrested, and she had mostly given up on it after searching unsuccessfully for the lost phone. It didn’t make much sense to try and repeat that unsuccessful mission now, but in lieu of having anything else to do, she thought it might help to get some closure. The last thing she wanted was to wonder if her failure had led to all the trouble her friends found themselves in at the moment.

    Sofie brought the car to a most gracious stop at a red light in Times Square, catching the glances of two young cops whom she gave a charming smile. Naturally, there was a heavily increased police presence here as the city prepared for New Years Eve. White and blue cars and vans dotted the intersection, as well as connecting streets for blocks in every direction. The stage and surrounding area was already set up for the most part, in anticipation of the Ball Drop tomorrow night.

    What a target this would be.

    The thought took a moment to set in, as Sofie began to grasp the reality of how possible a chemical attack might be. Maybe those weapons were actually here, in New York. Maybe Altar really was working in a terrorist plot to use them on the massive influx of visitors tomorrow. Micah, Monica, and Eric were being carefully watched by the Bureau now, and most of the rest of the agents in the city were working with the NYPD on the usual security measures. But what if no one was taking seriously the fact that there might be loads of neurotoxin sitting in one of these highrises, just waiting to be unleashed?

    The light turned green, and Sofie gently accelerated. Who could she go to? If she revealed herself as a covert operative of Micah’s with any information, she would not only be taken out of action herself, but the entire company could go under. There would then be no hope of solving the mystery in time. All she could think of right now was to continue working, and to follow the one lead she had: Corinne Lieran.

    Sofie knew very little about Corinne, other than that she was in her early twenties, and was a fairly new hire at Altar. She had some work experience with Steven Muehler, and had actually collaborated with him in orchestrating the FBI raid, and thus she could be the best lead in finding him. It was also entirely possible that she could be suspect number one. Sofie voice-prompted her phone to search Corinne on the internet, and glanced between the results and the road. After slowly traversing several blocks, she picked up from several address-search sites that Corinne’s parents were divorced. Her father, Kenneth Lieran, was a D.A. in Connecticut, and for the most part seemed like a legitimate official. Corinne’s mother, on the other hand, was harder to track down.

    Finally, even as Sofie approached the apartment complex, she pieced together that Congresswoman Marissa Vonn of Manhattan was indeed Corinne’s mother. The revelation was intriguing, to be sure. Vonn, a former D.A. herself, was a staunchly progressive politician. What were the chances that she was involved with the organization that her daughter had so quickly advanced in? That was a thread that could unravel all of this, if it were true. But again, Sofie did not have much to work with, and precious little time to spare. If a New York City congresswoman was working with a multinational Big Pharma corporation, there was next to nothing to be done about it.

    Come on, Sofie. That’s a reacher, even for you.

    Pushing any ridiculous conspiracies to the side, Sofie readied the phone’s data-decrypting app and exited the car. She carefully scanned the street on both sides, the concrete dimly illuminated by the morning twilight. It was bitter cold this morning, and Sofie realized one more benefit she appreciated about the sedan. She carefully closed its door and crossed the street, realizing she needed to get closer to piggyback the apartment’s wifi. Slowly but surely, she began to wonder if there was a chance of finding something big here. And if there was, what was the next step? She might actually need to try and contact Micah.

    Near the steps of the building, she stopped and looked around as nonchalantly as she could. Other than a couple cars stopped at the nearest intersection, there was no movement. She looked back to the phone. The download began quick enough, though Sofie didn’t worry about uploading it to Southland’s servers. She would scan this data herself, as soon as she had it. As minutes passed and her pulse quickened, she continued scanning her environment, mentally practicing how to draw her pistol as quickly as possible. Noise was quite low at this hour, which helped her focus and steady herself more easily.

    One minute remaining.

    There honestly wasn’t a great variety here. It was likely that Corinne didn’t spend much time uploading or downloading data in the form of pictures or videos. Based on the files that were coming in, most of it appeared to be audio or text.

    Download complete.

    As soon as the notification popped up, Sofie spun on her toe and made for the car. She pocketed her phone with one hand and rested the other on her pistol, glancing left and right once again. Once she got in the car and locked the doors, she glanced in back out of habit. She hadn’t yet shaken the fear that the cavernous back seat of a sedan could hide any sort of danger. Satisfied, she started the car and rolled out.

    ---

    Finally in the warmth of her own apartment, Sofie sat down as the oven preheated. Anna was returning to the city tonight, originally to tell Micah she was done working for him, as was Chris. Now, however, nothing was certain about where this operation would go. Sofie’s USP was still holstered, and the silenced Sig Sauer MPX sat on the plain wooden table. In the stillness, Sofie scrolled through the newly-downloaded data on her phone. For now, she skipped the shortest audio files, instead looking for ones that might be actual conversations. For a solid ten minutes or so, she heard nothing of any real interest or value.

    Finally, the oven rang, prompting a welcome break. Sofie got up, unwrapped the frozen pizza, and put it in the oven without reading the box. She knew that the best little gems in life, like this particular flavor of store brand pizza, had a tendency of being phased out for no good reason, so she relished having it as often as she could. She had made this chicken wing pizza so many times, in fact, that she knew all the instructions by heart.

    With the food cooking and the timer having begun, she was about to call Anna and see where she was. Instead, Sofie decided she would spend five more minutes rifling through the phone for something significant. Almost ten minutes later, she picked one final audio file that was four minutes and forty-seven seconds in length. At first, it began like the other few conversations between Corinne and her mom. They talked about Corinne’s day at work, her boyfriend, and the weather. The conversation seemed to cut short when Corinne brought up one more thing about work.

    “Honestly, Silas and I might not even have jobs next week,” Corinne stated matter-of-factly. “I think Nash and some others are gonna be in trouble.”

    There was a brief pause.

    “What do you mean, trouble?” Marissa asked quite innocently.

    “Just- I don’t know,” Corinne fumbled. “I think some FBI agents or something are coming down on them.”

    Marissa’s tone began to change.

    “You haven’t been talking to the FBI, have you?” she pressed.

    “No! No, of course not,” Corinne assured.

    “Then who has?” Marissa demanded.

    “I don’t know-”

    “Corie, tell me who, now,” Marissa said in an intimidatingly calm voice.

    “That Muehler guy, I think,” she surrendered. “Maybe, I don’t know.”

    At that point, Corinne’s mother wrapped up the call in under ten seconds. Sofie almost dropped the phone on the table. Could it really be? A U.S. Representative was in on a criminal, maybe even terrorist, plot against the country? Sofie could only stare into the mid-distance. She had no idea what to do, where to go, who to talk to. She was frozen. Was this the type of moment where people prayed?

    Yeah, probably.

    A knock on the door shook her back to reality, even as her arm came just short of the submachine gun on the table.

    “Sofie, I know there’s pizza in there! Now lemme in!”

    Somehow, the voice of her sister brought Sofie a shred of hope.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    December 31, 9:00 a.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    The weather had taken an uncharacteristically warm turn over the weekend, but Battery Park was still as windy as ever. A morning run there on New Year’s Eve was not an idea Chris was capable of coming up with on his own. Still, when Anna had asked, he immediately answered yes. Not only was she a joy to be around, and he very much wanted to pursue her however he could, but Chris figured that leaving the warmth of her family upstate for this cold, unforgiving city was not easy. Indeed, he himself found fewer reasons to stay here, much less to enjoy it, with each passing week. If he could contribute anything good to Anna’s stay here, he was determined to try.

    “A’right,” Chris barely gasped out. “I need a minute.”

    He nearly tumbled to the ground as he finally rested his hands on his knees, desperately trying to suck oxygen into his lungs.

    “Are you okay?” Anna asked with surprise, as if she hadn’t seen him looking like death.

    The reply was only painful gasps as she slowly came over to him, resting her hand on his shoulder.

    “Chris, I’m so sorry, why didn’t you say something?”

    After a few more seconds, Chris finally stood straight, trying hard to smile.

    “I used to do this every day,” he said roughly, between breaths. “When I was on the ambulance corps. Now, I don’t really get to do it anymore.”

    Anna half-smiled.

    “You coulda mentioned that earlier.”

    The sun started to break through the silvery-white clouds, making the panoramic views of the harbor slightly warmer.

    “You try Micah today?” Anna asked after a minute.

    “Yep,” Chris replied, taking in the view. “Still nothing. Same with Monica.”

    He glanced at a family of three near the railing overlooking the water. A young boy in between his parents threw something to a seagull, who quickly ran across the pavement and grabbed it up.

    “Has Sofie got anything?” Chris asked as he turned to Anna.

    Anna waited a moment, a breeze gently blowing her hair back.

    “If she does, she’s not telling me,” she finally responded. “At least not all of it. She just says she’s ‘still working on it.’”

    Chris only looked at the ground, pondering. The two of them began walking leisurely towards the water. Patches of blue sky were starting to surround the sun, and Chris couldn’t help but wish they had no cares, no dangers; only a Sunday date. He wanted to take Anna on a tour of his favorite spots around the city, show her the best restaurants, and just talk about life. But just like in college, there was too much going on. There was work, there were people demanding things of them, and there was no shortage of other distractions. Still, he wasn’t about to let Anna get away again. Not after all that had happened. They had to get through this. They had to finish the mission.

    “Your friends from Utica,” Chris started as an idea sparked. “One of them works at Altar, right?”

    Anna looked up, evidently not sure what Chris’ point was.

    “Yeah, but they don’t know anything about Micah, obviously,” she answered, just above a whisper. “And certainly nothing about us working with him.”

    “Do we know that for sure?” Chris asked, drawing closer as they walked.

    Anna looked around, then at the ground in front of them.

    “He does know Steven, I think,” she finally said.

    “Micah’s informant?” Chris asked with surprise.

    He looked around too, self-conscious about his volume.

    “Then we should find him!” Chris whispered enthusiastically.

    Now, Anna stopped and turned to Chris.

    “Chris, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she said, looking him in the eye. “We’re not detectives.”

    She tried to smile as she continued.

    “I mean, this is dangerous stuff.”

    Chris eased back slightly. She was right. Looking into her blue eyes, Chris appreciated how patient she was, how thoughtful and discerning. He had to pace himself. There was definitely a right way and a wrong way of doing this. There was danger here that exceeded even what they had already seen, and it was not to be handled lightly or without caution.

    I’ve trusted You this far, God. It’s not about me.

    At that, a church bell rang out in the distance.

    “What time is it?” Anna asked as Chris rolled back his sleeve from his watch.

    “9:30,” he answered, looking back at her.

    They both stared at each other for a moment, as if they both knew what the other was about to say.

    “You wanna go to church?” Chris finally asked.

    Anna grinned and nodded.

    

  
    

    
      HALEY
    

    

    December 31, 6:15 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    “Haley, honey. Come on, let’s get inside.”

    Emma Roy had been Haley’s best friend for years. She was gentle, kind, and incredibly strong-willed. These traits shone through more brightly now than ever before. Emma worked many fifty to sixty-hour weeks as a vet, paying off student loans and trying to save up money to start her own practice. She was also planning a wedding to a fiance she hadn’t heard from in over forty-eight hours, and yet, here she was mothering her friend on a holiday weekend. Haley stared numbly at the dashboard as Emma tried to coax her out of the passenger’s seat. The trip to the hospital, right behind a speeding ambulance carrying her father, had left her with no more energy. She had spent her entire day there with Emma and Arthur, who was staying overnight by their dad’s side.

    The cool air finally stirred Haley to pull herself out of the car. The snow from the last few weeks had been reduced considerably by the weekend’s warm spell, but the temperature was taking another sharp dip tonight. The otherwise squishy grass was starting to stiffen, and the wind chill was enough to shorten one’s breath. Haley shut the door of the ‘08 Malibu which Emma drove, and followed her to the front porch. The rented split-level, out on a country road not far from the Fieldings’, had been fixed up nicely in the year and a half since Emma had moved in. She made it warmly inviting, complete with homey decorations, many of which were equine-themed. Walking inside, Haley instantly recognized the familiar fragrance of pine, cinnamon, and the various other candles which Emma burned regularly. Near the front window, a modest Christmas tree with colored lights stood, surrounded by yet-unopened gifts. Haley knew she should pray for strength, as Emma had as much need for encouragement as anyone, but it was just too much right now.

    “Has Silas gotten back to you yet?” Emma asked from the kitchen as she turned on the light.

    Haley slowly made her way from the entryway, taking a tall chair at the island.

    “I haven’t even looked at my phone,” she said wearily as she dug through her coat pocket.

    Finally, she pulled it out and stared at it for a few moments.

    “1:33 p.m.” she read, squinting. “Catching a train. I’ll text near Utica.”

    Haley kept staring, allowing the words to sink in. It was the first she’d even heard from her little brother in what seemed like weeks. Was he finally pulling his head out of the ground to come see his family? Apathetic, she set the phone on the table. There was a time when she might have been more excited at the news. Now, though, she tried to focus on people who were actually showing concern for her.

    “Still nothing from Steven?” Haley asked cautiously.

    The confidence, the warmth, the cheer all seemed to melt away from Emma’s expression as she scrolled through her phone. She took a long time to respond, as if trying to keep her emotions together.

    “Nothing since Friday,” she said softly, a pale look on her face.

    Haley wanted so badly to offer something encouraging. She wanted to tell her friend everything would be okay. But how could she? What could possibly be the explanation for Steven’s two-day disappearance? And how could it possibly not involve something being very wrong?

    Brandon Forester had been at the hospital this morning when he heard about Alan, and he had stayed with Arthur and Haley much longer than his job probably would have allowed. But in addition to support and sympathy, he had mentioned to them about the FBI’s arrests at Altar, and how Steven was nowhere to be found. Emma had inevitably found out, and the day had grown darker yet.

    Haley only looked at her friend, playing over and over in her head what she might say to help. But finally, Emma put down the phone with a stifled cry, and quickly excused herself as she ran upstairs. Haley was still drained, feeling the wind knocked out of her, but she made up her mind that it was time to pray. She had been doing it for ages now, and nothing seemed to change. Most things had seemed to grow worse. But it didn’t matter. There was nothing else she could do. She had zero strength, zero ideas, and zero hope apart from God. So there, in the aging kitchen of a rented split-level, Haley slid out of the chair to her knees.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    December 31, 8:30 p.m.

    Midtown Manhattan

    

    With a silent three-round burst and the plinking of metal, a hail of sparks exploded from the power line, and the building went dark. Sofie quickly checked the idle side-street once more, and seeing no reactions, she turned to the front door and fired two more rounds into the lock. At this point, she didn’t bother checking her environment again, instead raising her weapon and kicking the door open as hard as she could. Forty-eight hours of anxiety, uncertainty, and indecision now forced her to hastily follow the most obvious lead she had, which was Corinne Lieran’s mother. Sofie had watched the townhouse for most of the afternoon, debating if there was another way in, or another person to search for altogether, until finally, Marissa and her security detail had left after 8:00 p.m.

    Inside, there was total silence. Sofie flipped on her tactical helmet’s night vision goggles, a gift she had excitedly gotten herself last Christmas. It would help conceal her burglary for a few minutes, perhaps, but she couldn’t be any less swift. She was here to look for any clues linking Vonn with criminals, terrorists, or the sarin itself. In the back of her mind, she wished the neurotoxin was right here in this building, but she knew to expect that was delusional. Indeed, the chances of averting a terrorist attack were shrinking by the minute. If she was lucky, Sofie could at least expose Vonn and her co-conspirators enough so that they would eventually be brought to justice.

    Sofie stopped on the hardwood floor as she reached the first corner. Everything was still silent, so she swept to the right as she rounded it. It was nothing more than a well-furnished living room, complete with fireplace, leather couch, and a massive flatscreen television. There was no clutter, no mail-laden tables, or rolled up newspapers, or strewn books. There were, however, several framed photographs; mostly pictures of Vonn in some professional capacity. One exception sat atop the fireplace, featuring Vonn and a dark-haired teenager; presumably her daughter Corinne. Sofie decided it wasn’t worth wasting precious time in here, so she moved onto the next room, the partially-divided kitchen.

    “Sofia Lane,” a man’s voice called out firmly from the living room, just as Sofie passed the threshold into the kitchen.

    She swung her weapon around, requiring every bit of her mental sharpness to not pull the trigger instantly. No one was there; the room was exactly as she had seen it two seconds ago. Sofie scanned every inch of the room as quickly as she could, viewing only through the reticle of her weapon’s scope, and clutching the weapon so hard she feared the stock might break off on her shoulder.

    “Up here,” the man called again, prompting Sofie to immediately zero in on the source of the noise, a smartphone propped up above the fireplace.

    Fearing a trap, Sofie loosened up a little, ready to pivot and unload her magazine on anyone who might be lurking in the darkness.

    “Sofia, I didn’t really think it was true, but Marissa insisted you would be taking matters into your own hands to stop her.”

    “Who are you?” Sofie ordered plainly.

    “That’s not important. I’m thousands of miles away. All you need to know is that I might be able to help you stop Altar,” the voice replied.

    The man on the phone sounded like he might be in his late thirties or early forties, and had an earnest, matter-of-fact tone.

    “I don’t trust a phone on the wall of a corrupt politician,” Sofie shot back.

    “There’s a Judas on your team, Sofia,” the man ignored. “And she knows that the sarin is only a red herring. Altar’s real weapon is nearing completion, and it’s more dangerous than anything else in history.”

    The stranger was certainly going for the dramatic angle in his monologue, but Sofie still wasn’t buying any of this. Refocusing her aim on the phone, she barked another order.

    “Tell me where the sarin is!”

    “I don’t know,” the man answered calmly. “Neither does Marissa, though she’s been trying desperately to track it down. My guess? It’s too late. The only one with a chance of knowing is your traitor friend.”

    “I’m gonna pop that phone if your next words don’t contain useful information,” Sofie warned coldly.

    “I wouldn’t do that,” he said. “The useful information is on it. Take it with you.”

    “So you can track me? Uh-uh, I don’t think so.”

    “I’ve been tracking you since the night you took the briefcase! How do you think I know your name?”

    Sofie eased up again, slightly shocked. The man’s patience was clearly starting to wear thin, though, so he quickly picked up.

    “Time is ticking, Sofia. Do your own thing, try to kidnap a member of congress, or kill her, or whatever it is you’re planning, and see where that gets you. Or, take this lead I’m giving you.”

    With that, the line went dead. Sofie had completely lost track of how long she had been here, but knew she had to leave. With only a moment of consideration, she grabbed up the phone with her left hand, still clutching her MPX in the other, and made for the exit. This was probably crazy. But as she read 20:40 on her watch, she knew it would probably not matter soon anyway.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    December 31, 10:00 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    “Anna, grab your coat! We’ve gotta go now!” Sofie commanded as she burst through the door of the apartment, wielding her submachine gun.

    Anna flinched, having been deep in thought. Ironically enough, though, she already had her coat on and was putting on gloves. As such, she only stared at her sister.

    “Oh,” Sofie said in surprise. “Well, good. We have to leave right now.”

    She speedwalked over to a closet, threw open the door, and rifled around inside.

    “Call Chris. See if he can get his hands on an ambulance.”

    Now Anna was weirded out.

    “What?” she asked just below a shout.

    Sofie dragged out a duffle bag, ejected her weapon’s magazine as she fished out a new one, and swiftly reloaded.

    “Sofie, what’s going on?” Anna pleaded.

    Sofie promptly turned to her.

    “Anna, I think those chemical weapons are gonna go off tonight. Like, any minute now.”

    Anna’s stomach sank, and she could feel the blood draining from her face.

    “Why? How do you know?”

    “I’ll tell you on the way,” Sofie answered as she grabbed a couple more small items from the bag and shoved them into her jacket pockets. “I found some information about Monica. It’s not good. She knew about the weapons all along.”

    Sofie finally stood straight and walked up close to Anna.

    “But if we don’t leave, we’re gonna die here,” she finished solemnly as she went to put her hand on Anna’s shoulder.

    Anna grabbed her by the wrist and held it. Sofie looked startled.

    “Have you told the FBI?” Anna asked, looking her in the eye. “Have you told the police, or anyone, Sofie?”

    Anna couldn’t believe the approach her sister was taking if she really believed such a cataclysmic disaster was about to happen.

    “You’re just going to run?” she pressed.

    “No!” Sofie exclaimed. “I’m getting you and Chris to the south side pier, where the chopper is, and getting you guys out of here. Then I’ll call the FBI. Now we have to go!”

    She tried to yank her arm from her sister’s clutch, but Anna was surprisingly strong.

    “No, Sofie. I’m not going anywhere. I’m not gonna save myself while thousands of people die. Now show me the information you’ve got.”

    Somehow, Sofie was sensing this argument would not be a short one, as Anna was displaying such firm resolve. After another moment of measuring up Anna’s expression, she gave up on the fight. Anna let her go instantly as she pulled her arm away and reached for her jean pocket. Pulling out a matte black smartphone, she scrolled through something before soberly handing it to Anna. On the screen was a file folder containing scores of photos and text files.

    “I found it at Marissa Vonn’s house in Midtown,” Sofie stated.

    Anna briefly looked at her sister.

    “The congresswoman?” she asked in disbelief, but got no response.

    Still, her shock quickly melted away in light of all she had learned about Sofie’s double life. She opened the folder, where she found excerpts and pictures of newspapers, magazines, official reports, as well as various addresses and internet links written out. She was in no mood to read every single one, but before she looked back up, a certain file labeled “CONFIDENTIAL” caught her eye. After tapping it, she did look up at Sofie.

    “Why were you at Vonn’s house?” She asked, realizing the question had to be posed.

    Sofie only looked at the phone in Anna’s hands.

    “I broke in. I hoped I’d find something leading to the sarin,” she said nonchalantly.

    Anna looked back at the phone. The text file was dated March of 2014. She quickly skimmed it to see if anything stood out. To her surprise, she found something halfway down the first page.

    “... to show that Agent Platovich, bypassing Bureau superiors, colluded with the Central Intelligence Agency…”

    Some tricky legal jargon followed, prompting another skip down a few lines.

    “...in a clandestine infiltration of the Weatherstone estate on Canadian soil, from which she emerged the sole survivor. Intelligence officials have not, as of yet, commented or cooperated in this matter.”

    Anna couldn’t make much sense of it. The report did look official enough, though, complete with reference numbers for the Bureau archives. She pondered for a moment, before Sofie reached over, tapped the phone, scrolled again, and opened a photo. Anna inched the phone closer to read what appeared to be a magazine cover, dated April of the same year.

    “Tragedy in the Rockies: James Weatherstone on the deaths of his grandsons, and where the tech giant goes from here.”

    Some of this started to ring some bells. There had been a string of news stories when she was a teenager about a small town in Canada, where an earthquake had supposedly killed two rich kids. At least, that was all it had meant to her at the time. Now, Anna’s expression began to change, becoming more worried as the pieces made more sense.

    “Wait, wait, wait,” Anna said slowly as she lowered the phone. “What does this have to do with what’s happening right now at Altar?”

    “Because now it’s all adding up,” Sofie answered sincerely. “Vonn’s trying to track down the sarin and nail Altar, but Monica’s always one step ahead of her, because she’s an FBI agent who’s also pals with the CIA!”

    Anna could hardly believe what she was hearing.

    “Sofie, I thought you’ve worked with Monica for like, two years? I thought you knew her.”

    “And yet, she never told any of this to anybody!” Sofie shot back.

    “So, a phone you took out of Vonn’s house had a folder full of things that would conveniently vindicate her and incriminate Monica,” Anna argued.

    “But those stories are all legit!” Sofie pressed, passionately gesturing at the phone.

    Anna backed off a minute. Tension was threatening to spin out of control. She glanced around the apartment quickly, took a deep breath, and then looked back at the phone.

    “Sofie, we have to be careful here,” she said as calmly as she could. “Do you even know if there’s another side to this? If there’s pieces left out?”

    Sofie only looked at her, still passionate, but slightly confused.

    “In all your time with Monica, did she ever strike you as someone who would want to use her position to hurt people?”

    Anna tried unsuccessfully to get a verbal response, but she could tell from Sofie’s frustrated silence that the answer was no.

    “I’m not saying this is impossible, but stay with me.” Anna added. “Was there anything else you got from that house?”

    After a lengthy silence, Sofie finally answered.

    “There was a guy on the phone. He knew when I got there, and he knew my name.”

    Now, Anna was even more amazed.

    “What? Sofie, how could you not see you were set up?”

    “But what if they’re right about Monica? That’s what I keep thinking,” Sofie replied desperately. “What if I’ve just been a pawn in another lie?”

    Anna had not been under this much stress in a long time. Even as her heart broke for her sister, who was herself feeling so much hurt and fear, she had no idea how to handle a situation like this on her own. Anna had come to see Monica as a gentle, wise individual, strong in her faith and a champion of law and justice. But how could such mysteriously compelling evidence against her be explained away? And how could two people get to the bottom of this in time to prevent what might just be a massive terrorist attack?

    

  
    

    
      STEVEN
    

    

    December 31, 10:58 p.m.

    Manhattan Skyline

    

    Thump.

    A pounding noise. Baking heat. Layers of sweat. The strength required to simply regain consciousness was immense. Steven struggled with all his might to open his eyes in the darkness. It took time for his brain to catch up with his eyes and recognize what he was looking at. After a few minutes, it became clear that he was still in the hazmat suit. Judging by the smell and general discomfort, he had probably never left it. He began to fully awaken, now realizing that the thumping was coming from the almost paralyzing migraine he had. His head felt ready to split open. Mustering all the strength he could, he began to look through the window of the suit. He was on the floor, his hands and feet bound, but exactly what floor he was on was a different puzzle altogether.

    Several more minutes passed, and Steven started craning his neck to look around. There was a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking lit-up skyscrapers. Squinting, Steven recognized a certain red “H&M” sign atop one of them, no more than a half mile away.

    Times Square.

    Suddenly, a pair of legs came into view. Someone in their own white suit set down what looked like a large appliance. That’s when everything came rushing back to Steven, from the fumigators to the SWAT team to the hazmat suits and the ambulance. His cognizance was increasing exponentially now, and his sweat started dripping faster. Who were these people? Why had they brought him with them, and why was he still alive?

    Another person stepped in front of Steven, and then squatted down to look at him face-to-face. It was the bald man, though now, he too was fully suited and masked. The man stared at him for a moment, seemingly taking the time to realize that Steven was indeed awake. He smiled upon seeing him blink, and began to speak.

    “Mr. Muehler! I have to say, I was getting a little worried. You must have been really beat.”

    The man looked up at some of his associates, who were bringing more of the large machines to the window.

    “Not surprising, of course,” he continued, looking back to Steven with a grin. “Considering how busy you’ve been.”

    Steven tried his very best to steel himself and not give in to fear, but it was likely not coming through in his expression. Everywhere in his body, he felt either discomfort or pure pain, and the man’s sadistic aura wasn’t helping.

    “Sorry about the lack of facilities, by the way,” he said as he stood up. “Aren’t the holidays crazy?”

    The man walked over to one of the machines as two of his companions attached a pair of suction cups to the window.

    “I’m guessing you know why you’re here,” the man went on, turning back to gaze at Steven.

    Somehow, Steven felt as though he had shrunk even lower than he already was. What on earth was this guy talking about? Steven could not, for the life of him, understand his role here. One of the two men at the window had taken something out of a duffel bag, and brought it to the glass. As the device began humming and then making a grinding noise on the glass, Steven realized it was a circular saw. More pieces began coming together in his mind. What day was it? How long had he been out?

    “Who are you?” Steven asked straightforwardly.

    A grin crept onto the man’s face.

    “My name is Baden Torr,” he answered promptly. “I gave it to myself a while back. Yeah, it’s a little out there, but so am I,” he said reminiscently as he took a couple leisurely steps toward Steven. “I guess I…”

    He came near Steven and knelt down again, his voice lowering slightly.

    “I guess I think a little different.”

    More of the suited individuals were wheeling up hand trucks of the biohazard containers. Steven’s heart rate sped up upon recognizing them.

    “Why are you doing this?” he asked, his voice shaking slightly.

    Torr looked somewhat surprised. He took a moment to glance at the various containers and machines.

    “Oh, this? Well, my Iranian friends here have been a little disgruntled since the coup a couple years ago. They blame Washington, of course. And the Jews.”

    Torr stood up once again as he continued.

    “As for me, I still sort of need Altar. So, when you blew the lid on their operations, I naturally brokered a deal to get rid of the evidence, and made a profit on the way.”

    He carefully eyed one of the machines, finally opening a panel on the top.

    “But really, I just like killing people,” he smiled as he turned back to Steven.

    Suddenly, one of the people at the window set down the saw. Together with his comrade, they grasped the handles on the suction cups, and pulled away a large piece of glass, setting it down somewhere in the suite. Another voice said something to Torr in what was probably Farsi.

    “We’ve gotta hurry,” Torr exclaimed with a thoughtless curse. “Steven, tell me how to load these.”

    Steven was shocked at being called by his first name. Several of Torr’s associates were bringing the canisters up to the machines.

    “Red or blue?” Torr asked impatiently.

    “What?” Steven asked after a confused stare.

    “The red end or the blue end? One mixes the gases and begins the fumigation, and one releases them separately. Your idiot boss disappeared and never told me this part,” he continued more sternly, turning his whole body to Steven. “He just said you’d give me everything I need.”

    Steven’s sweat turned icy cold. The man knew how to use sarin. If the two subcomponents of the gas were released without mixing, they were harmless. Used properly however, they could wipe out Manhattan in a few hours. And, while Steven had never operated one of these machines before, if they followed any of Altar’s other chemical protocols, the red side was indeed the correct one to load. Torr had almost everything he needed to weaponize this massive cache of toxin.

    Almost.

    “No,” Steven said with a surprising amount of defiance.

    Torr only sighed, looked at the floor, and then walked closer. Steven felt his spine shiver, not knowing what to expect. Kneeling down once more, Torr pulled out a phone and showed it to Steven. A number was keyed in, ready to be dialed.

    “If I make this call, Steven,” he began with a cool, soft tone. “Emma will die a really, really awful death.”

    He leaned in to look Steven in the eyes.

    “Even by my standards,” he winced.

    Time seemed to stop; Steven felt nothing at all.

    “Yes, I know she’s in her house at 4116 Willow Hill Road, and she has one friend over tonight,” Torr went on, vaguely annoyed. “So tell me how to use these, and you can die knowing I’ll never give her a second thought again.”

    The atmosphere was cooling down considerably now as a strong breeze came through the window. The sound of crowds of people was building, together with live music playing. Evidently, this suite was probably not more than twenty stories up.

    “I won’t,” Steven said as he set his head back on the floor, having barely any will to fight.

    God, this is it! Where are you?

    He only kept staring at the lights, resigning himself to his fate. Finally, Torr ran out of patience and stood up. He gave an order to the men, who began inserting the canisters into the machines, red side first. Steven’s pulse picked up again, and as if pushed along by some outside force, he blurted out his last-ditch effort of stopping this.

    “It’s red!”

    It was a horribly reckless gamble. If it really were red, as Steven supposed, he hoped the obvious nature of the color would maybe psyc these guys out, or at the very least, buy him some time to come up with a better plan. Everyone stopped moving. There was a long pause, marked only by some loud beats from the band outside. Slowly, Torr turned around. His expression was more puzzled than anything, as though he were trying to figure Steven out.

    Please, God.

    The anger was clearly rising in the man as he walked to Steven, getting in his face.

    “Did you see me doing that?” he asked, his rage simmering.

    Steven couldn’t actually feel the man’s breath due to both of their suits, but the dark presence radiating from him more than made up for it.

    “I was going to do that. You saw me, didn’t you?” he questioned just below a yell.

    He shouted a curse before standing and returning to the machine. After looking back at Steven and waiting a moment, he barked another order in Farsi. Immediately, the men pulled out the half-inserted canisters, turned them around, and re-inserted them completely. After a few seconds, all of the machines had been loaded, and Torr hit a green button on a remote. There was a loud, rapid beeping noise, followed by an even louder hissing noise from all of the machines. After another, brief silence, the canisters were ejected and the machines shut off.

    “OPERATION TERMINATED,” the machines’ computerized voices stated in unison.

    Long moments passed as hair-trigger tension engulfed the dark room.

    Did… did that just work?

    Everyone was turning between each other, then to Torr, then to Steven. Torr stared at the machine for what must have been five minutes. Finally, he turned around. Somehow, he almost didn’t look human. Even in the darkness and behind the mask, he was obviously beet red. He looked as though he would burst out of his human skin and become a fiery, raging dragon, straight from the depths of hell.

    “She will pay!” he roared as he stomped over to Steven and grabbed his suit.

    In one massive, mighty motion, he dragged Steven to the open window, his head at the very edge. He clutched the clear plastic of Steven’s mask and ripped it off. He then proceeded to hit the call button on the phone, putting it up to Steven’s face. The other suited figures now gathered around, waiting for the final scene to play out. But Steven wasn’t afraid now. He knew that God had answered his prayer, and so he quickly and silently asked for one more thing. As the phone dialed, Steven mustered all of his adrenaline-fueled strength, rolling forward slightly, and then using the momentum to bring his bound legs up into the air, kicking the phone out of the man’s hands. Steven rolled backwards and out of the window, the phone right beside him.

    He was now falling, seeing the world spin over and over around him, knowing everything would soon be over. But more than anything right now, he felt overwhelmingly thankful as the black, empty pavement rushed towards him. And that was the last thing that he ever felt.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    December 31, 11:20 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    Riding in the passenger’s seat of the government-issued Ford Fusion, Silas counted himself lucky. It had been Brandon and his FBI partner waiting to pick him up at Utica’s Union Station, not one of his moping siblings. Brandon Forester had a calming, confident presence about him, one that carried through even into scary situations like this. Why Haley had broken up with him, when everyone in the family seemed to like him, didn’t make any sense. Silas knew his older sister had seen some rough times in the last few years, but then, they all had.

    “So why haven’t you been answering Haley?” Brandon asked in a tone of some urgency.

    Silas turned from the back seat window. Brandon’s aggressive driving matched his tone, his eyes fixed on the road. Silas glanced at Craig, Brandon’s partner, and then back to Brandon.

    “I did,” he replied, ever so slightly annoyed.

    “She said you haven’t been answering her calls,” Brandon quickly picked up.

    Silas shifted uncomfortably. He wasn’t expecting this sudden line of questioning, which bordered on accusation. Maybe if Brandon knew Haley like her siblings did, he would know why this wasn’t a good time to be hearing the nagging, the complaining, or the condescending lectures.

    “I’ve been busy, actually,” Silas answered at last.

    Now Brandon began to look between the mirror and the road, his gaze meeting Silas’.

    “I mean, it’s your dad, man,” he pressed, giving an even more accusatory look.

    This would have been embarrassing enough between the two of them, but with Craig here, another seasoned agent, Silas felt even more put down.

    “Yeah, I love my dad,” Silas replied, on the defensive. “And I love Haley and Art. But I’m trying to make a life now. I have a girlfriend. She takes first place.”

    An unexpected silence followed. Silas had kept it brief, cool, and to the point. It seemed he had actually responded quite well.

    They were getting farther out of Utica, going down roads that were almost universally empty. The temperature was hovering around thirty degrees, and the sky was clear. Silas wished he had never answered his sister at all. This would have been an amazing night to spend with Corinne out on Long Island, or even in Manhattan. They could have gone to the Ball Drop, or taken a harbor cruise or even a helicopter ride. He was thinking about her more than ever now, and though he hated to admit it, he was building more and more disdain for his old life up here. His dad had brought this on himself by delaying any cancer treatment, his siblings had made their own choices that had come up short, and Steven had given him a real chance at success, and then tried to rip it away from him. Silas had done better than all of them, and had no intentions of looking back.

    “How long are you gonna stay?” Craig asked in his rather deep voice, offering a diplomatic direction in the conversation.

    Silas was surprised at first, but then steeled himself as they turned onto the final road.

    “I don’t know,” he answered plainly. “Depends how long dad’s gonna-”

    He cut himself short before the words came out exactly as he was thinking them. Apparently, Brandon had already caught on, giving a shocked, though brief, glance. Silas saw Craig’s easy posture tense up as well. Silas felt a slight tinge of regret for a moment, but only turned back to the window. They were at Emma’s place, where Haley was staying the night.

    “Thanks,” Silas said, wasting no time as he grabbed his carry-on bag and exited the car.

    He closed the door and stared up the driveway for a moment. All the lights were off.

    Thanks.

    Silas heard the car window roll down.

    “You want us to wait a minute?” Brandon called from the driver’s seat.

    “No,” came Silas’ quick response.

    He didn’t try to hide his enthusiasm. Brandon had suddenly turned into a clone of his siblings and Steven, and wasn’t someone Silas wanted to spend any more time with than he had to. After a moment of both agents staring at the house, the car slowly pulled off. In truth, Silas was happy enough that he wouldn’t have to deal with his sister tonight, and thus he could go straight to bed. He had been nice enough to offer to stay the night here, after all. And, chances were that Emma would probably be acting much the same way as well. The shorter that Silas could make this whole visit, the better. He made his way up the gravel driveway, taking a look at his phone. The moonlight was more than enough for him to safely make it to the house, and so he walked briskly all the way to the porch. At the foot of the stairs, he realized that the door was ajar. Silas couldn’t help but pause, not making sense of the open door in conjunction with the pitch-black house. He looked back at the driveway and yard. Total silence; no movement.

    Suddenly, a man’s shout came from upstairs, followed by a woman’s. Silas’ eyes only grew wide for a moment. Caught off guard, he tried to figure out who the voices belonged to, but before he knew it, heavy stomping was approaching from inside. Another gruff shout, in what seemed to be another language, came from the open door. Finally, Silas decided something was wrong enough that he should be on guard. He quickly crouched down to the left of the stairs, shielded by the porch.

    Almost instantly, the door swung open, and heavy boots stepped onto the wooden porch. With each slow clomp, the boards creaked, and Silas’ heart beat a little faster. As the man took longer and longer to stare out over the yard, Silas wondered if he had already been discovered. If so, he was almost certainly a dead man. He dared not question what had happened to Haley and Emma, as the woman’s voice he had heard had now ceased. Should he try to jump up and take this guy? Should he make a run for it? The silent waiting was killing him.

    A man’s voice from upstairs shouted something, again in a foreign language. To Silas’ mild relief, it was accompanied by a weak scream from what sounded like Haley’s voice. The man on the porch replied in a booming voice, and then descended the stairs, one slow step at a time. As he passed, no more than a couple feet away, Silas saw him clutching a pistol, and wearing all black. The man, tall and burly, slowly began to raise the weapon as he walked down the driveway, possibly drawn to the sound of a distant vehicle.

    Pushed by fear, anger, and some inner sense of duty, Silas sprang to his feet. He tackled the man from behind, using every ounce of momentum that he could muster, and tried to ferociously wrap his arm around the man’s neck. Unfortunately, by the time he made contact, the man had already half-turned around, and began to fight back with nearly superhuman strength as they both crashed to the ground. He was shouting at an impossibly loud volume, thrashing violently and even firing off a couple rounds from the pistol. Somehow, they didn’t hit Silas, but they startled him enough that he was immediately overtaken by the man’s strength. In desperation, Silas tried doing everything he could possibly think of, from kneeing, to kicking, to headbutting and biting. None seemed to do much, as the beastly stranger easily rolled over so that Silas was on the ground underneath him, at which point he began choking Silas mercilessly. The sounds of more screams and shouts came from the house, as well as some demonic-sounding curses from the man on top of him. All of them slowly started to fade as Silas’ lungs critically waited for fresh oxygen.

    In his final moments of consciousness, Silas could make out a brightening light on his enemy’s face, which finally forced the man to look up. When he did, his dark eyes widened slightly. He loosened his grip and reached for the pistol, which had been dropped a couple of feet away. From the corner of his eye, Silas saw the man scoop it up as a voice shouted. Finally, when the man brought the gun up and aimed, a flurry of gunshots popped off, and Silas’ foe crumpled down to the ground.

    “Silas!” came the frantic shout from Brandon Forester.

    Silas turned over, coughing and gasping for breath. Brandon walked quickly toward him, gun still drawn, with Craig Stahl right behind him. Before anything more could be said, a much quieter hail of gunfire sounded off, and Silas could only watch in horror as Craig dropped first, followed by Brandon. Motionless, Silas waited in agony for himself to be riddled with bullets. Instead, he heard the man at the upstairs window grunt, followed by a woman’s shouts.

    Haley!

    Silas struggled to his knees, then his feet, and then turned to the house. Freezing for only a moment, he picked up the pistol, still lying next to his assailant’s corpse, and went for the house as fast as he could. Hearing a struggle upstairs as he entered, Silas did everything he could to focus, not stumble, and yet move quickly enough to reach his sister and Emma in time. The adrenaline was doing its part in pushing him along, as he warily rounded a corner and made his way up the stairs. He tried to recall everything he had ever learned about shooting, tightening his grip and making sure a round was chambered.

    As Silas neared the top stair, he heard something crash to the floor, a couple more hushed gunshots, and the loudest scream he had heard yet. In one final lunge, he came to the door of the front bedroom. Another tall man stood, his face bloodied, with a pistol aimed at Haley. She sat crying on the floor next to Emma, who was lying still. Ignoring the smell of gunpowder and the terrorist’s drawn weapon, Silas raised his own, aimed at the man, and fired every last shot.

    

  
    

    
      MONICA
    

    

    January 02, 9:15 a.m.

    26 Federal Plaza, Manhattan

    

    Was it a bittersweet morning? Yes. Very bitter, in that Steven Muehler was dead. The man had been an unstoppably brave patriot, unyielding to the end, dying to save thousands of lives. Not only had he died protecting his country, but his fiance had been murdered shortly after, presumably by the same terrorists. Furthermore, Steven’s killers had escaped, and those of his fiance were dead, with very little evidence left to go on. However, while Monica was hesitant to call anything a “bright side” here, there were a few rays of hope. Any suspicions on the part of the Bureau regarding Monica, Micah, or their team colluding in a criminal plot were now gone, and their probation was immediately over. Altar’s entire board was taken into custody, and though the remnants of the sarin cache in the skyscraper could not be directly traced to them, the terrorists who had acquired it were now the FBI’s number one priority.

    Outside the federal building, the morning air was crisp. The sunshine was beaming down intensely on the concrete jungle of Manhattan, signalling another day of above-average temperatures. Monica and Eric followed Micah to their designated Suburban, courteously parked on the street for them. What was unexpected was the moderately large crowd of reporters, complete with flashing cameras and phones held out for recording audio. With no small amount of swagger, Micah strolled around to the driver’s side and got in, with Eric taking the back and Monica getting in the passenger’s side. After checking his collar in the rearview mirror, he started the car and zealously pulled away from the curb.

    “Ready to finish this?” he asked confidently.

    Monica smiled as best she could, though she was not so sure. It was becoming apparent that there were forces at work besides those at Altar, and potentially even more dangerous. Thus, no one answered, but Micah didn’t seem to really care. After a few seconds of driving, Eric spoke up.

    “Holy…” he began. “You seen Altar’s share price?”

    “Pennies, I’m guessing?” Micah asked, still smug.

    “Yeah,” Eric chuckled in astonishment. “Already bought out. Every last one.”

    Monica raised an eyebrow.

    “By?” Micah asked, hanging a left turn.

    “Uhh,” Eric wondered out loud, leaning in towards his phone. “HU-Tech, it says.”

    Monica now turned ever so slightly to the back seat.

    “Sounds Chinese,” Micah mused.

    “Nah, they own that HurryUp shopping site. And, I think… oh, what is it…” Eric struggled to think as he searched his phone more carefully. “Right. The HitUp app.”

    Micah looked confused, bordering on frustrated.

    “Never heard of it,” he said dismissively. “Parent company?”

    “Derns Corporation,” Monica interjected, looking straight ahead.

    Both Micah and Eric looked at her, the former doing a double take between her and the road.

    “Someone you know?” Micah asked after a pause.

    “Oh, Derns!” Eric interrupted. “That billionaire’s grandson started it right before he died. I knew I knew that name.”

    Monica winced.

    “What billionaire?” Micah asked, still edgy and barely letting Eric finish. “Why do you guys know all of this?”

    “Weatherstone! The Weatherstone! The founder!” Eric exclaimed.

    “He runs his dead grandkid’s company?” Micah questioned.

    “Must be,” Eric said after another brief pause, returning to his phone.

    Monica only shifted to look out her window. She’d had suspicions for years, but this revelation all but summed it up. This wasn’t over. Not even close. They had set something in motion that was going to run its course, no matter what. And somehow, she had to draw attention to it quickly, without compromising her own secrets.

    They drove another block, Micah chirping the sirens at the slightest hinderace in his path, until they once again pulled into the garage underneath Southland Tower. They quickly disembarked, Micah leading the way in his steel aviators, and taking the familiar route to the fiftieth floor. As they walked towards the Vault, the handful of employees on this floor applauded the return of their boss, greeting all three agents with smiles and congratulations. Though thankful, Monica was wary to celebrate. She was far more eager to get back to work, to follow every lead they had, and to start with the briefcase. Micah finally stopped to talk with a couple people who were offering handshakes and asking him questions, and Eric engaged with someone else a second later. Monica took the opportunity to silently slip away to the steel doors. She quickly passed the biometric scans to enter, getting through the first set in a breeze. After another couple of scans and punching in a final code, the second set of doors opened.

    Monica froze at the sight of the figure on the other end of the lit-up conference table. It was Sofia, in her red leather jacket. She bore a holstered pistol, with her arms crossed and a dossier in one hand. She had a stern poker face that bordered on a glare.

    “Sofia?” Monica said hesitantly.

    There was a long, tense silence, in which Monica couldn’t help but wonder how long the girl had been standing like that, waiting for someone to enter. Finally, Sofia stepped forward, tossing the folder onto the table. It slid across neatly, coming to rest right in front of Monica. It was marked “CONFIDENTIAL” in red letters on the cover.

    Bad, bad, bad, bad.

    “Justina Tovich,” Sofia began.

    Monica’s eyes went wide, and her breath fell short. She felt a slight tingle in her fingertips, and a chill on her arms.

    “Or, Monica Justina Platovich? Which one is real?”

    Sofia leaned forward and put both hands on the table.

    “Neither is, I guess,” she continued. “Right?”

    Monica opened the dossier, her heart nearly stopping at the sight of the image on top. It was a picture of her, standing next to Harold Derns Jr. and his brother, Alexander.

    “I assume Micah is gonna come through that door any moment now, so why don’t you help me clear this up real quick-like,” Sofia suggested assertively.

    Monica didn’t bother addressing the juvenile overconfidence, but instead flipped to the next item.

    “Where did you get this?” she asked incredulously.

    “Ha,” Sofia grinned, pointing a finger. “You aren’t asking the questions here. I am. Now give me an expl-”

    “Sofia!” Monica shouted.

    She was both confident and thankful that the room was soundproof. Sofia drew back for a brief moment.

    “There’s only a handful of people who could give you this information, and they’re all more dangerous than you think! Now who gave this to you?”

    Sofia was mildly stunned, unsure whether or not to answer.

    “I don’t know,” Sofia conceded, though her arms were still crossed. “They left it anonymously.”

    Monica looked back down. Another printout appeared to be a satellite image of what looked like a crashed helicopter, against a snowy landscape.

    “Tell me what it means,” Sofia tried again, in a slightly more diplomatic tone.

    Flipping to yet another sheet of paper, a detailed report with an official FBI heading prompted Monica to look back up.

    “I was just out of Quantico,” she began with a sigh. “Alexander Derns was under multiple investigations here, so he was more or less hiding out at the family estate in Alberta.”

    Sofia eased up, clearly listening but keeping her arms crossed.

    “I was also wrapping up my Master’s in Logistics, so the suits in Washington cooked up an idea to have me spy on Derns. They sent me there under the pretense of writing my thesis paper on the Weatherstone Corporation.”

    Sofia’s expression appeared to be brightening.

    “Logistics?” she asked, almost chuckling.

    Monica ignored the slight and continued.

    “I started uncovering what Derns and his associates were doing there. It was dark stuff. Like, crazy, twisted experiments.”

    Slowly, Sofia grew more serious again.

    “I found out that the CIA had been watching me the whole time. They really orchestrated the entire operation. Eventually, I slipped up, and Derns caught on. One of his friends tried to kill us all. Finally, I-”

    She stopped short, hearing the very slight sound of the first set of doors opening.

    “Sofia, listen.”

    Sofia heard the doors too, as she briefly glanced behind Monica. This was the last shot.

    “Yes, I still have connections. No, I haven’t been telling you everything. They didn’t want me to,” Monica explained as lightning-fast as she could.

    Sofia looked back to her with a ponderous expression.

    “If this gets out, my connections are gone. No more covering, no more bailouts for us.” Monica warned.

    She knew from her own experience that Micah was probably on the last code, and the doors were seconds from opening.

    “I’ll tell you every last detail, Sofia, but it’s got to stay a secret, or this all ends.”

    There was another pause, and Sofia’s expression turned somber. She stood straight again, even as a mechanism in the door started making noise.

    “Sure, Monica,” she said rather mockingly as the doors opened to reveal Micah and Eric. “I mean, ‘Ice can do a heck of a lot of damage,’ right?”

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    January 03, 10:00 a.m.

    Southland Tower

    

    Here we go again.

    Every time he set foot into this building, Chris knew he couldn’t be sure of what to expect. He was thankful for the checks he had received, of course. Southland Corporation had given a hefty signing bonus, as well as a weekly pay that had allowed him to both pay off his mom’s bills and buy her a new car. The rest he was now saving up for his hopes and dreams. As he held the door open for Anna, he thanked God that she was here, being a living representation of one of his biggest hopes. The two other big hopes were to move out of the city and to get into vet school, and much of his spare time lately had been devoted to searching the internet on how to pursue those two. This whole experience, if nothing else, had reminded him of the simple, cliche truth that anything was possible.

    As they made their way past the hotel-style reception desk to the row of elevators, Chris was eager to tell Micah that he would no longer be working for him. Anna was planning to do the same. They had requested multiple times, after all, to speak with him regarding their employment. Chris hoped to sever this working relationship on the most positive terms possible. Perhaps Micah would be willing to write some sort of recommendation to a university or something, or better yet, he would know someone with a less controversial reputation who could. To this day, it was still unclear what Chris had actually done for Micah or his company since the night he accidentally helped them get that mysterious briefcase. At the end of the day, it was the mystery and deception here that made Chris want out.

    On the ride up, Chris noticed Anna gazing at him pensively.

    “What?” he asked, cracking a smile.

    “Nothing,” she replied. “Just… thankful.”

    Chris looked at the floor almost bashfully. He couldn’t agree with her more.

    “Have you told Sofie?” he asked as it suddenly came to mind.

    “I have,” Anna answered. “She said she’s with us. She wants to be out of this.”

    Chris raised his eyebrows in surprise. He never would have expected that ninja-like mini-Micah who had almost killed him to just leave it all behind. Maybe the prayers of himself and so many others were actually working. Maybe the girl would find her way out of the darkness.

    “That’s good,” he smiled, as the elevator slowed to a stop.

    The doors opened, and there stood Sofie, waiting with her arms crossed.

    “‘Bout time,” she smirked.

    “We’re almost an hour early,” Anna said plainly, walking past her towards the steel doors.

    Chris only grinned back at Sofie and followed Anna. They strode past desks, pillars, industrial printers, and a host of office staff, many of whom were probably assigned to less than legitimate business here. Still, the place resembled an actual office, so Chris took it in for what he both believed and hoped to be the last time.

    He reached the steel doors behind Anna and just ahead of Sofie. To the left of the doors was a tall, green plant; probably tropical. To the right of the doors was Agent Ramirez, wearing a professionally modest smile and his hands behind his back.

    “Anna, Chris,” he greeted, before turning to the doors.

    They opened quickly. Chris had only been in the room once, and he didn’t care if he never visited again. As the four of them passed into the vestibule between the sets of doors, they were once again doused in shadows and a cooler atmosphere. If the place weren’t such a hotbed of subterfuge, it would have reminded Chris of some sort of theme park ride.

    Finally, Ramirez got the second set of doors opened, and immediately walked to the left in the inner room. Micah stood across the lit-up table as usual, and Monica in the lower light behind him. She looked as serious as ever, while Micah smiled and obviously readied himself for his prepared remarks. It didn’t matter that much - he knew why Chris and Anna were here, and it was doubtful at this point that he was going to try and persuade them to stay. They had given him nothing thus far, and from the most recent headlines Chris had heard, Altar was all but history. There was no conceivable reason to keep this relationship going. As the doors closed and Micah took a step towards the table, Chris stood close to Anna and prepared for a very formal goodbye.

    “We found it,” Micah proclaimed, with thinly veiled excitement.

    Naturally, there was a momentary silence. Chris was not about to offer to break it, but as the seconds went by, he hoped somebody would. It turned out Micah did.

    “The hideout in Mexico,” he continued. “Just outside of Peto. Altar’s secret stash; their ‘junk drawer’ if you will.”

    He aimed a remote at the far wall, which came to life as a high-definition monitor. It displayed only a couple file folders at the minute, which prompted Monica to take over.

    “Chris, Anna,” she began courteously, before clearing her throat and proceeding. “Since early October, we’ve been scouring the vicinity in and around Peto, but we couldn’t get our hands on anything concrete.”

    She had a timidity about her as she spoke, but nevertheless pivoted to Anna and continued matter-of-factly.

    “Anna, we suspected that the gunmen who attacked you and Sofia originated from this base of operations. Still, this didn’t procure us any strong leads.”

    She turned to the monitor, where Micah now displayed a picture of the all-too-familiar briefcase. Chris could only sigh and keep listening.

    “As it turns out, we looked into the briefcase from your incident at the hospital, Chris. After all, the Bureau has already determined that the fumigation devices found in the high-rise were made by and purchased from a third party company, and later modified for using sarin. We thought the briefcase would help in tracing the origin of the sarin back to Altar’s headquarters. We found instead that the briefcase was specially made by Weatherstone Aerospace, whom Southland does business with regularly.”

    “Our outstanding IT staff here were able to match the briefcase’s GPS signature to the Weatherstone satellite it was transmitting to,” Micah picked up without asking. “And we - er, called in a few favors,” he said awkwardly as he looked ever so slightly in Monica’s direction, without looking at her. “And we were given the coordinates of another transmission source.”

    The screen switched to a satellite image.

    “Not much more than a shack, right?” Micah asked, looking first at Anna, then Chris. “We’re thinking it’s the entrance to some sort of bunker.”

    Again, the screen switched. This time, a courtyard next to a dirt road showed up. Anna took a step forward, tilting her head just a little.

    “That’s at the church,” she said.

    “That’s where the shooting happened, a mile from the shack,” Micah added. “And it happened at almost the exact same time that Brooke Fielding died, after being poisoned with an unknown substance, given to her by a practically unknown person.”

    Now, Sofie took a step forward as well, reminding Chris that she was even there. He was trying to wrap his head around all this, but he really just wanted to tell Micah he was resigning, and leave. Still, he crossed his arms and tried to focus on the screen more closely. Another brief silence ensued.

    “So, you’re saying…” Sofie probed.

    “Do you want my honest estimation?” Micah asked with a slight grin.

    He glanced down at some files on the table, musing for a moment. Chris glanced at Anna, and she looked back.

    “On October 5th, that unfortunate young worker at Altar Tower got exposed to something that wasn’t ever supposed to get out. Altar resorted to killing him, and they incinerated the evidence using the briefcase made for that very purpose. When we were able to steal that piece of technology from them, they got spooked and quickly moved their special operations to this top-secret bunker in middle-of-nowhere Mexico.”

    He looked up at his listeners, satisfied with their full attention.

    “They resumed work, assuming the poor community down there was a soft enough target to test their experiments. And, the best way to get someone from their New York headquarters to witness these tests was, apparently, a missions trip.”

    His volume climbed as he pointed at Sofie.

    “The very presence of Ms. Lane prying around the area was enough to send their hired street thugs out after her.”

    Sofie only stood there, obviously wishing Micah would move on and take her out of the spotlight. He did, finally looking back at the satellite images on the screen.

    “The curveball that hit them square in the jaw, however, was that Brooke Fielding would take the hit intended for an impoverished third-world child, whom they thought could die unnoticed.”

    He looked back at the table. He pushed some papers around on the table, possibly having a reason, possibly trying to appear dramatic. Then, he turned to Monica. She took the cue, stepped forward, and began to speak.

    “Now, we might have our final opportunity,” she started. “As we’ve been keeping a close eye on this bunker, we’ve noticed sporadic yet increased movement around it. We can’t pick up much chatter from anyone there, but we can only assume that since the Peto fiasco, and now the events of New Year’s Eve, Altar is going to move their operation out of Mexico altogether. We can’t be certain whether their new owner is supporting them, but we can’t take any chances. We’ll assume he is.”

    Chris’ arms had been crossed, and then he had let them down to his sides as the story had unfolded. Now, he crossed them yet again. Divulging all of this information to him and Anna could only mean one thing: Micah and his partners had no intentions of accepting any sort of resignation from them. Not today.

    Too bad.

    If they thought he and Anna were going to go back into harm’s way again, to do more covert, paramilitary, black-ops work for them, they needed to be set straight. As he was about to turn his thoughts into speech, Sofie spoke up.

    “They know we’re onto them?”

    Chris gave Sofie a frustrated scowl, though she wasn’t even looking at him. Why was she saying “we” if she was done with all of this? Before Chris’ very eyes, the entire plan was unravelling, and he appeared to be the only one who noticed or cared.

    “There’s at least enough fear to make them relocate,” Monica answered plainly. “I’m sure they never expected an armed operative like yourself to infiltrate so close to such a secretive lair.”

    There was an odd sense of chill in Monica’s words to Sofie, but Chris didn’t really care. He would take anything at this point; anything to dissuade renewed partnership here. Thankfully, Sofie didn’t answer, but seemed to back down.

    “So what’s your next move?” Anna asked out of the blue.

    Chris sighed.

    “We’re sneaking down there,” Micah interjected. “We wait for them to move out, then we blitzkrieg their convoy and take all the evidence that is, without a doubt, there with them.”

    Silence hung in the air once again. Monica looked at Micah, Sofie looked at Anna, and Chris looked at Eric, who only kept his hands behind his back, stone faced.

    “We?” Chris finally asked, dumbfounded.

    “Me and Monica have decided we have to do it,” Micah answered.

    He looked down, and once again, changed his voice for the sake of theatrics.

    “I’ll ask no one else to risk their lives,” he said solemnly.

    “Micah, of course I’m with you,” Eric spoke up, prompting everyone to turn to him briefly.

    Monica now cracked a hopeful smile. She and Eric shared a glance until he had come up to stand next to Micah, who was still gazing over the table.

    Was now the time to say he was out? Chris was conflicted. Confused, even. He didn’t expect any of this. But it did little to change his mind. He wished them the best. He hoped they served justice to Altar and all of the co-conspirators in the deaths of Brooke Fielding, Steven Muehler and his fiance, and the young man whose remains had been brought to the hospital that night. But Chris was no mercenary, nor was Anna. They were young people trying to grow mentally and spiritually, seek out their purpose, and honor the Lord in all they did. Chris would pray for the success of whatever mission Micah planned out. But he would not take part in it.

    “Best-case scenario?” Sofie asked after the lengthy silence.

    Chris watched Micah slowly look up at her, contemplating for a moment until he gave his answer.

    “We take their entire inventory intact, kill or capture all of their thugs and mad scientists, and rip every last root of the Altar weed out of the earth for good.”

    Sofie pondered a moment. Micah kept staring at her, waiting on a response. His eyebrows were raised, his face alight by the cool blue glow of the table.

    “Then I’m in,” Sofie said with resolve.

    Chris would have been shocked, but he was more angry than anything. Micah, in his signature neat hair and blue, button-up shirt “dad” look, was truly a master manipulator. He was, once again, getting his way. Chris finally got the courage to speak up for himself and Anna.

    “Ok-”

    Unfortunately, Anna spoke up at the same time. And what she said shocked Chris to his core.

    “I am too,” she asserted.

    Chris turned to her.

    Why? Why cast in with these people? Why go down this road?

    He truly felt betrayed, but at the same time, he felt like he should have seen it coming. And as she turned to look back at him, followed by Sofie, then Micah, Monica, and Eric, Chris prepared for the inevitable to play out. His neck moist with sweat, his face beet red, and his heart thumping, he spoke only two words.

    “Me too.”

    

  
    

    
      CORINNE
    

    

    January 05, 2:00 p.m.

    Utica, NY

    

    The halls of Utica’s new Downtown General Hospital were surprisingly busy. Corinne had never been upstate, and often needed reminding that it was a physical place, let alone one sprawling with lakes, rivers, mountains, farmland, and cities. Utica barely ever made it onto a national map, and yet, here it was, bustling with noise and activity on a level as restless and manic as any Manhattan neighborhood. Coming here alone had intimidated her at first, but she had found something in Silas. She had found someone she cared about. He truly loved her. He called her. He asked her about her day, and her struggles and her dreams. He also confided in her, telling her everything on his mind. Corinne didn’t know where her life was going to lead her, but she found herself increasingly hopeful that Silas would be by her side.

    Corinne took an elevator up two levels, where the doors opened to reveal a reception desk occupied by three women and a man, none of whom appeared to be over forty. To the left of the desk, there was a half-full waiting area where two uniformed cops sat, one drinking coffee and scrolling his phone, the other reading a newspaper. It stood to reason that they were here on the same assignment as the two who sat in the downstairs lobby, protecting the survivors of a domestic terror attack. As Corinne made her way past the waiting area and a brief trip down the hallway, she came to the room whose number Silas had texted her. Here, a fortysomething year-old man in a gray suit stood, hands crossed in front of him, giving her a wary look.

    “Family?” he asked so bluntly, it caught Corinne off-guard.

    “Um, no,” she stammered. “I’m Silas’ girlfriend.”

    He squinted at her for a moment, then knocked on the door gently as he opened it. He could be heard explaining to someone in the room about the new arrival, and the low-key response could be heard from inside. As he leaned in, Corinne glimpsed a shiny badge on his belt, and the shape of what was likely a handgun in a shoulder holster. A moment later, his colleague exited the room, giving an even less friendly glance to Corinne.

    “Don’t be long,” he warned her in a tone bordering on hostile.

    As she nodded and entered the room, she noticed the second agent quickly pull the door shut and whisper something to his partner. Corinne didn’t have time to ponder as Silas called to her in a grainy voice.

    “Corie!” he exclaimed, immediately followed by a cough and a groan.

    She turned to see him in bed, a neck brace encasing everything between his chin and his shoulders. To Corinne’s surprise, a man a little older than Silas sat next to him on the bed. As he smiled and stood up, Corinne assumed the casually-dressed guy must be a family member.

    “Hi, Corinne,” he greeted warmly. “I’m Silas’ older brother Art.”

    He gently shook her hand.

    “We’ve heard so much about you. All good,” he chuckled.

    Corinne did her best to smile back. Art shared the height and athletic build of his brother, but instead of blue eyes, his were closer to hazel, and his short to mid-length hair was brown instead of dark blonde.

    “Well, I’ll leave you guys alone,” he said softly as he broke off the handshake and let himself out of the room.

    Finally making prolonged eye contact with Silas, Corinne’s smile grew larger than ever as she opened her arms and darted to his side. Without really thinking, she planted a kiss firmly on his lips and moved some of his hair back from his face.

    “Silas,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry for not getting here sooner.”

    It was difficult to hold back the building emotion of seeing someone she so loved lying in such a helpless state.

    “My mom didn’t want me going anywhere,” she tried.

    It was true, but in actuality, she could have easily defied her mom’s orders. In all honesty, Silas had seriously downplayed his injuries in their texts since New Year’s Eve. Seeing him now, though, Corinne realized his reluctance to speak on the phone should have tipped her off. Then again, she knew Steven had been a close family friend of Silas, and she truy didn’t want to intrude. But as she embraced Silas here, she realized she would do anything for him, and didn’t want to ever leave him again.

    “It’s fine,” he whispered as lightheartedly as his vocal cords would allow. “Honestly, there’s nothing wrong with me, I’m just a little hoarse.”

    Corinne smiled with watery eyes.

    “When will you be released?” she asked.

    “Maybe today,” he answered. “They said some FBI agent from New York is coming up to interview me.”

    He rolled his eyes.

    “After that, hopefully, I’m free.”

    Corinne ran her fingers over his forehead, noticing a slight cut above his eyebrow.

    “Your family seems really nice,” she offered.

    For the first time now, Silas stiffened and looked around the ceiling.

    “Art’s alright,” he conceded.

    Apparently, he didn’t know how he wanted to proceed from there, so Corinne tried to change the subject. The door opened before she could, though.

    In walked a dark-haired man near forty, sporting a black wool coat, silver tie, and blue shirt. He carried himself confidently, flanked by a slender, blonde woman in a grey peacoat. Both were professionally serious, shutting the door behind them and giving Silas and Corinne their full attention.

    “Mr. Fielding, Ms. Lieran,” the man greeted. “I’m Special Agent Micah Southland, and this is my partner, Special Agent Monica Platovich.”

    The woman gave a half-nod. Corinne, though startled, couldn’t help but notice through the window next to the door, that the two agents outside were having a heated discussion, and were gesturing towards the room.

    “These Utica boys are grumpier than anyone at the Plaza,” the man chuckled as he stepped closer to the bed.

    He seemed to catch himself as he came closer to Silas.

    “Can… can you…”

    He glanced to Corinne.

    “Can he talk?” he asked in a cautious whisper.

    The female agent rolled her eyes but said nothing.

    “Yes,” Silas answered softly.

    “Oh, wow,” the agent stammered. “Okay, so I didn’t realize…”

    He scratched the back of his neck awkwardly as he searched for words.

    “...that you… doesn’t matter. I won’t take long.”

    He made himself comfortable on the end of the bed, while his partner silently drew back to the door.

    “Corinne,” Agent Southland began as he leaned in close to the both of them. “I understand you had a close working relationship with Steven Muehler. He was… a good guy.”

    His gaze shifted to Silas; first his hand, then his eyes.

    “Silas, your family was attacked by a terrorist organization that’s playing a much bigger part in this than anyone is letting on. I cannot express how deeply sorry I am for the death of you and your sister’s friend.”

    Slowly, he looked back to the window. At the moment, no one else was immediately outside.

    “Now, this isn’t the time,” he went on carefully as he turned back to them. “Or the place, to talk about it in detail. But I would like to keep you two in the loop in regards to what I’m doing. What, exactly, I’m doing to pursue justice for the crimes committed against you and your loved ones. I have some ideas I want to run by the both of you, and possibly even some ways you two might be able to help me.”

    Corinne noticed him glance down nonchalantly at her hands, both of which were on the edge of Silas’ bed. Instinctively, she brought them back towards herself.

    “But,” he continued energetically after a pause and a satisfied sigh. “You need to get better, my friend.”

    He stood up and smiled at Silas, taking care to shake the hand that was on the other side of the bed.

    “I’m also going to pay a visit to your sister. I hear she’s just a couple rooms down.”

    He glanced back to his partner, who took a step from the door, as if ready to open it. She didn’t make eye contact with Corinne or Silas, neither did she crack a smile. In a way, Corinne thought, she seemed to be the handler.

    “And, can I just say,” Agent Southland added, waving his hands around to accentuate his point. “You two make the most lovely couple.”

    “Micah,” the woman beside him finally said softly, but with enough exasperation to get his attention.

    She opened the door, which, after an uncomfortable exchange of glares, Agent Southland walked through. The woman then leaned in towards Corinne and Silas.

    “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have come today,” she offered.

    She fished what appeared to be a business card from her coat pocket. After glancing over both sides, she handed it to Corinne.

    “We’ll give you guys as much space as we can. But, should you need anything, call me, and me alone.”

    The card was an FBI contact card, reading “Special Agent Monica Platovich.” Outside in the hallway, it sounded like a conversation was heating up, involving Southland and the two Utica agents.

    “I’ve gotta go,” Agent Platovich said after glancing towards the noise.

    She drew back to the door, closing it as she backed out.

    “And I wouldn’t repeat any of this to anyone,” she finished softly, closing the door with a click.

    Corinne stared at the door and window in silence for what must have been a solid minute or two. Finally, she looked at the card again, and then to Silas. He was just as confused as her.

    

  
    

    
      ARTHUR
    

    

    January 06, 11:15 a.m.

    Utica, NY

    

    The heavy, wooden door swung on its hinge without the slightest noise. The latch on the handle proved to be the difficult part, however. It clicked loudly when released, like a phone slammed down onto its hook. By the time Arthur peeked his head into Brandon Forester’s hospital room, it was too late. Brandon’s parents, Joan and Ray, and another young woman in her late twenties, were all eyeing Arthur attentively.

    Battin’ a thousand.

    With a brief, quiet sigh, Arthur opened the door wide and entered, carrying a cardboard tray with three hot chocolates.

    “Hey, everyone!” he greeted with a bright smile. “Just wanted to say hi to you guys!”

    He stood awkwardly a couple of steps away, his mind racing as he tried to think of a way to explain only three drinks. Had Brandon ever mentioned he was dating someone? Probably not, as he and Arthur didn’t talk or hang out nearly as much as they used to. The woman was pretty; blonde and probably the athletic type.

    “Hey buddy,” Brandon called cheerfully, startling Arthur. “Room service?”

    “Uh, yes,” Arthur began. “But I didn’t know if you were up for it, man. I only got three.”

    Help me out here, bud.

    “But you got me one yesterday,” Brandon quipped.

    Great. Thanks.

    Not helping matters, the three guests were still staring at Arthur, though Brandon’s parents looked amused more than anything. Ray had a bit of a gut, a very short crew cut, and rosy cheeks. He was a nice, ‘fun uncle’ type. Joan was a kind, worrisome mother, a little overweight but plenty tall, and always smiling. The girlfriend, on the other hand, looked vaguely annoyed.

    “I can definitely grab another one,” Arthur offered, himself starting to wish he had never come at all.

    “Nah,” Brandon chuckled. “I’m just joshing you, Art.”

    At this, the girl seemed to loosen up just a little, giving Brandon a smile.

    “You take it, babe,” he told her.

    She turned back to Arthur, now looking borderline happy.

    “Is it Keto?” she asked.

    For a moment, Arthur started to grin. Then, he realized she was serious.

    “Um, no, I don’t think so.”

    Her smile evaporated away. The pause that followed, though short, was unpleasant.

    “Lex, I told you,” Brandon cut in diplomatically. “Utica Coffee is like, two blocks away. They have everything.”

    “No, babe, I’m fine,” she assured endearingly.

    “Yeah, why don’t we give the guys a couple minutes and get somethin’,” Ray interjected in his characteristically hospitable manner.

    It took a couple minutes, but eventually, Brandon’s parents did leave, graciously thanking Arthur while not actually taking any hot chocolate. Luckily though, they took “Lex” with them. Finally in a quiet room, Arthur set the tray down on the rolling table next to the bed, helping himself to one of the drinks he had brought. He began sipping the piping-hot cocoa, giving Brandon an appropriately tongue-in-cheek stare at the same time. Brandon could already sense the snark, rolling his eyes and suppressing a smile.

    “So are you gonna say it, or should I?” Arthur quipped before taking another swig.

    “Not everybody lives the bumpkin, meat-and-potatoes, three-meals-a-day life anymore, Art,” Brandon poked. “Sorry my girl’s not as cool as yours.”

    And just like that, the food chain of deadpan humor was back in order. Arthur didn’t react, but kept standing and sipping until Brandon spoke up again. When he did, he was much more serious.

    “So listen... that Agent from New York, the one I gave Brooke’s case to?”

    Arthur looked up from the cocoa.

    “He was here this morning. He talked to Haley, too, I think?” Brandon continued.

    Arthur shrugged, but pulled a chair from next to the table and sat down by the bed.

    “He didn’t tell me a lot, only that he’ll keep in touch. Apparently, he thinks he’s got Altar on the ropes.”

    Arthur decided he should finally offer an answer.

    “I hope so.”

    He held the cocoa a little lower and stared at the lid.

    “Again, Brandon, I’m really sorry about Craig,” he added soberly. “And everything. I’m still having trouble believing all of it.”

    Brandon looked down at his hands, one of which had a pulse oximeter on the index finger.

    “So,” Brandon began, sounding somewhat reluctant to go on. “Is Haley… doing alright?”

    Arthur had contemplated going for another sip, but instead continued looking at the cup as he pondered the question.

    “Really? No. She’s not doing well at all,” Arthur confessed.

    At this, he did take another big sip. Brandon resorted to looking at the window.

    “I dunno man,” Arthur continued. “I don’t know how much more she can be put through. Mom, Brooke, Emma and Steven, and now dad? And Silas treating her like she’s disowned?”

    The next big sip he planned to take turned out to be the bottom of the cup; barely a few drops. Without thinking, he immediately reached for one of the two cocoas that were left. Brandon noted, but didn’t comment.

    “Was she… here? Like, at this room, in the last few days?” he asked hesitantly.

    Arthur returned the cup to the knee-level position. Finally, he nodded gently.

    “Today, actually,” he answered. “And of course, she ducked away before anyone saw her.”

    Now, a mostly unrelated thought sprung to mind.

    “I meant to ask, by the way…”

    Brandon, turned, seemingly wary of what kind of question this would be.

    “What made you come back? To Emma’s house, on New Year’s Eve?”

    Brandon’s look denoted both relief and some degree of surprise.

    “The red Mercedes,” he answered, as though it might have been obvious. “Your dad was always talking about it parked across the road from your guys’ driveway. It was parked off the road a little bit, and I didn’t think much of it at first. But it kept nagging me. Why would it be parked over at Emma’s all of a sudden?”

    His voice trailed off ever so slightly.

    “I don’t know,” Brandon pondered. “I guess in the end, it was more my gut than anything.”

    The silence was marked by a few more of Arthur’s sips, and an occasional vehicular noise from the outside window.

    “And what’s up with Silas? Why’s he treating Haley so crappy?” Brandon asked.

    Arthur’s eyes widened.

    “He’s uh,” he sighed deeply. “He’s trying to ‘find himself’ or something,” he added with air quotes.

    “Or something.” Definitely that one.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    January 10, 4:00 p.m.

    Southland Tower

    

    Whap-whap, clink-clink.

    The toasty smell of gunpowder hung in the air after the double-tap from the rifle. Anna found herself strangely calmed when firing the weapon. The soft, rhythmic beats, the satisfying plinking on the hanging targets; it was a simple yet powerful recreation. In truth, she found herself with less and less of a reason to be in the Southland building, and target practice, if nothing else, was something to do here. Everyone else here seemed to have a purpose; a niche. Micah was the owner and mastermind, Monica was support and logistics, and the scores of techs and other personnel here were all providing a necessary function. Even Sofie was a prominent part of the operations, doing things that so many others couldn’t - or wouldn’t.

    What did you think you were doing? Is this a game to you?

    The accusatory thoughts had been badgering her all week, ever since she had so proudly volunteered for a return mission to Mexico. Going into that meeting, Anna had fully expected to hear an artful yet disinteresting pitch from Micah as to why she, Sofie, and Chris should remain in this strange, below-board employment that bordered on conspiracy. In a sense, that’s exactly what they had heard, but Sofie had been the first to break rank and cave in to go on another mission. And somehow, in the righteous excitement that Micah so craftily stirred in people, Anna had decided she would follow suit. She knew it had broadsided Chris, whom she had said she would stand firm with. Now, she had to find a way to apologize to him, and pray that this operation - whatever it was - was a success.

    Whap-whap-whap, clink-clink.

    Another burst; this one three rounds, and another burst after that. Six bullets hit their marks on two different targets.

    I don’t know what else to do. I thought this was where You were leading me.

    Anna hadn’t made the decision entirely from emotion; she wanted justice for Brooke and her family; for Steven and his fiance. She wanted to keep more innocent people - American or not - from being preyed on by Altar or anyone else.

    Clutching the weapon close, Anna fired three more bursts at three different targets, and eight of the nine bullets hit. She lowered the suppressed weapon just a little and looked down range.

    So what exactly am I contributing?

    Maybe she could handle a rifle, and maybe she was in good athletic shape. But so what? There were more than enough people here who fit that bill, and most had far more experience in live combat situations. Besides, Anna had no medical training, no particular technological dexterity, and no piloting expertise. Ironically, Chris had more reason to go on any sort of mission than Anna did. So did Sofie. Anna’s arm slowly came to rest at her side, holding the assault rifle just above the ground. She stared down at it for a moment.

    Like you’d ever shoot anyone.

    After staring for another long moment of reflection, she slowly walked the rifle back to the front of the range. She ejected the empty magazine, then rested the gun in the rack on the left, where they were set to be cleaned and maintained. She then briefly considered returning to the fiftieth floor, where she had been spending far too long laboring over a computer, researching the entire area and ecosystem around Peto, Mexico. She realized she had been desperately trying to convince herself that there was a role for her on this mission, that her experience and schooling had been legitimate, and that she was actually doing what God wanted.

    Anna finally decided that what she needed most right now was fresh air. She briskly walked to the elevators, ascended two levels to the ground-floor lobby, and exited onto breezy, bustling Broadway. The weather, though chilly, seemed bearable enough for a little detour on the way back to Sofie’s. The Wednesday evening traffic was the same as ever. Hundreds of people were going this way and that, seeing everyone around them as part of the backdrop; trying to follow the shortest possible trajectory to whatever point B they were headed to.

    Anna breathed deeply. A lump was starting to form in her throat, and her face was beginning to grow ever so slightly red. She knew she was tired; emotions always got the better of you the wearier you got. But it was not just that. There was always a glimmer of hope in front of her, but never a full-on sunny sky. She could remember many words to encourage her that something good was coming, but it was never actually there.

    Has this just all been me? Have I just been wasting more time?

    A tear welled up in her eye. She had begun to think that something big was happening; indeed, it already had. But what had her near-death experience really achieved? The earnest hunger for God had not been satisfied, but rather every day seemed to grow more difficult than the one before it. Now, Anna feared she was making a mockery of her calling as a redeemed child of Heaven, following an impetuous federal agent and his mostly illegal circus act. As the tear finally made its way down her cheek, Anna found herself a solid quarter of the way across the Brooklyn Bridge. It was one of the places she had promised herself she would visit before leaving the city, though she had expected it to be on far more charming - maybe even romantic - terms. Still, as she leaned on the railing, gazing south toward the harbor, Anna knew there was only One whom she needed to be with right now.

    “You’ve gotta show me,” she began softly. “I’m trying, I swear. Yes, I screw up. I fall short. But be true to who You are. Have mercy on me. I’ve only gotten this far because of You, not me. No one else compares.”

    She looked left towards Brooklyn, then panned right back towards Manhattan. The wind was going from chilly to bitter, and the afternoon light was quickly fading.

    “I’ll go with them. Unless You stop me, I’ll go with them to Mexico.”

    She looked to the dark, barely-silver sky.

    “Lord, please make it count for something.”

    The tear on her cheek had dried, and whether it was peace, or just a feeling of numbness, Anna didn’t feel quite as burdened as before. Talking to the God of the universe, pouring out her heart before Him from her lowest lows - something supernatural happened when she did it, and it made her put her foot forward to fight another day.

    

  
    

    
      MICAH
    

    

    January 11, 2:50 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Yet another day of above-average temperatures, combined with the overall stress that had been plaguing him lately, had finally convinced Micah to do something he hadn’t done in far too long - go for a run. These days, his workout regimen stayed within the walls of the Tower’s gym, complete with a weight room, treadmill and bike lineup, and even a swimming pool. He hadn’t neglected to spend time there, and actually found himself pushing his physical limits most days. But the Southland building was getting increasingly tense lately. Micah knew all too well how few friends he actually had there. For all the extra time he gave his business, while supposedly on the Bureau’s clock, he never really formed any lasting relationships. Monica was an exception, of course, and Eric, who was really more her friend, did his part. Most of the rest of his employees, if they even knew him, saw themselves as nine-to-five subordinates, and their work tended to show as much.

    It took everything Micah had to keep running as he passed the sign for Canal Street. He was running north along the Hudson River, and had made disappointingly slow progress. Knowing what was just up ahead, he vowed to keep going a little longer. The Pier 40 baseball field had been the first place he’d taken Meghan after she’d received her cancer diagnosis. He’d vowed to her then and there, over some piping hot, perfectly juicy hot dogs, that they were going to beat this, that they were going to move to the penthouse of his new skyscraper, and that they were going to live happily ever after. None of it happened, nor did Meghan worry over it. She only laid her head on his shoulder as they watched a baseball game played by a bunch of summer camp kids, none of whom they knew.

    Micah finally reached the parking lot, where he stumbled to a stop and let his lungs slowly refill with air. The field was closed currently, and instead of a sunny blue sky over sparkling waters, a gray cloud cover hung over a chilly, black river. Though he was not one who usually took note of such symbolism, the scene reflected how dark his life had grown since then. Part of him wanted to at least walk into the building’s lobby, and hopefully revive some of those beautiful memories that seemed to be from a lifetime ago. But as he turned around, he noticed the sign for Clarkson Street. That led directly into Carmine Street, which, if memory served him correctly, was the location of New River Church.

    Fieldings.

    New River had partnered with a church from Upstate to host the missions trip to Mexico, the same one that the Fieldings had been on. Immediately after receiving news of Brooke Fielding’s death, a team of FBI agents had questioned church staff at length, and the investigation had continued after the missions team’s return. When Agent Forester from Utica had brought the case more directly to Micah’s attention, he had done some investigating of his own, trying to find a connection to Altar. So far, little had come from that. But as this run, such as it was, led him so close to the church, Micah considered it might be time for a follow-up.

    —

    The church was old, to be sure, but as the engraved “1928” sign out front proved, it was not among the oldest in town. Micah had not noticed that before. He also had not noticed the tiny, brass plaques on the pews, each bearing the name of someone who had donated to the church. As he meandered down the center aisle, the sanctuary quiet and almost completely deserted, he wondered if he should have spent more time in a church since Meghan died. Of course, that might mean he’d have to know where he stood with God, and right now, he didn’t know where he stood on much of anything.

    No one seemed to be around, save for an older couple, two rows from the front. Micah almost tried to think up a prayer, but he didn’t know where to begin. He didn’t find himself harboring animosity towards God necessarily, as he saved all of that for Altar these days. However, his busy, stop-and-go life was lived with an impassioned drive, sunup to sundown. He earnestly sought to protect his country and pursue justice as a federal agent. He sold decent products and made money as a businessman. He masterfully hedged one job in on the other when it could benefit both. All of that left precious little time for living the way he used to, however, married to the best friend he’d ever had and building a life with a “higher purpose,” as Meghan used to say.

    “Young man, are you looking for the Bible study?”

    Micah turned to see a little lady who must have been in her seventies, by a door at the front of the sanctuary. He smiled and couldn’t help but almost letting out a chuckle. She had white hair just above shoulder length, and a wooly cardigan over a pink fleece turtleneck.

    “Uh, No ma’am,” he responded cordially. “Is Beth Douglas here today by any chance?”

    The woman craned her neck a bit, as if maybe she knew who Micah was or why he was here.

    “The Missions Coordinator?” she asked, still staring.

    Her expression brightened as she finally placed who she was talking to.

    “You’re that nice Southland fellow, aren’t you?” she smiled.

    “No, ma’am,” he grinned. “I’m Micah. Nice was my father.”

    The woman was visibly confused, so Micah sobered up and got to the point.

    “I talked to Beth a couple of months ago. It was about the Mexico trip, where that young woman passed away.”

    It registered on the woman’s face, but she took a moment to look down at Micah’s hoodie and sweatpants, which seemed to heighten her confusion.

    “Um,” she began, still gazing at the disheveled outfit. “Beth’s not in today, Nic- er, Mica- oh, Mr. Southland.”

    Any humor that Micah had been trying to conjure was long discarded now, as he tried to break off his visit and get back to somewhere even a smidgen less awkward.

    “Great, thanks,” he grumbled as professionally as he could. “Please just have her call me.”

    As he turned to leave, the woman spoke up, probably trying to get something resembling an explanation as to why Micah had showed up in the first place.

    “Your donation to the church in Mexico, Mr. Southland - I know she sent the entirety of it as of last week.”

    Micah squirmed a little; he didn’t want that getting out, and he had told Ms. Douglas as such. Upon finding what the Fieldings had actually been doing on the missions trip, he had felt an urge to help out somehow. Eventually, he had acted on it by paying in full for the remaining construction of the Peto church. He didn’t want any applause or recognition; he merely did it out of a privileged guilt. He knew his wife would not only have done the same, but probably wouldn’t have let him fall into the chaos he had now gotten himself into at all.

    “What’s your name, ma’am?” he asked in an attempt to end on a happy note.

    “Oh, I’m Francine,” she answered gently.

    “Well Francine, thank you so much for your time. I’ll just come back and catch Beth some other time.”

    And with a mostly insincere smile, he turned and headed out of the church.

    “You’re in my prayers, Micah,” Francine called from where she stood.

    Caught off guard, Micah tried to play it off as not having heard. But as he headed back out onto Carmine Street, he knew that the woman was wholly sincere, and that God was indeed hearing her prayers, as well as those of so many others.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    January 13, 9:30 a.m.

    Altar Tower

    

    The atmosphere of an empty conference room on the fortieth floor of a Manhattan skyscraper was a new one for Silas. Similar buildings surrounded this one; some shorter, some taller. As far as he could see from this corner suite, facing north and east, there was nothing but city. A spark of wonder, however small, lit up inside him for the first time in quite a while. As Corinne’s nervous tapping of the pen brought him back to reality, however, the wonder turned to a sense of pride.

    Silas turned to look at her. Corinne was sitting in one of the sleek, black leather chairs that surrounded the table. She was wearing a navy pantsuit; a professional look meant to portray confidence and competence. Her staring at the table, hunched over as she rapped the pen on it, made her look more like a little girl in a doctor’s office.

    “Corie,” Silas said, to no avail.

    He took a couple of strides over from the window.

    “Corinne,” he tried again.

    She quickly stopped tapping and looked up.

    “You need to calm down,” Silas pressed. “Why are you so worked up?”

    Corinne dropped the pen on the table, straightening up a little.

    “Why are you not?” she asked, incredulous.

    “Because! There’s nothing to be worried about!” Silas answered. “The new CEO calls us in here - us alone, remember - to what? You think he’s gonna let us go?”

    “What if he’s close with Nash, or someone else who ran this place?” Corinne asked with a concerned stare. “What if we’re in deeper trouble than being let go?”

    Silas sat down in the closest chair, which happened to be the one on the end of the table.

    “Corie, listen,” he began in a warmly reassuring tone. “I did a little research on this Derns guy. He’s been kind of out of the spotlight for a while, but he’s brilliant. His company makes Altar look like… like a hot dog stand. And, he let a bunch of people go here last week, but now he wants a personal conference call with us.”

    Silas was making the case as calmly and logically as he could. In truth, he was wildly excited. He knew quite a bit about Alex Derns, or at least about his products. His companies made top-selling products in almost every sector, from engines and weapons, to computers and software, to games and… other digital “entertainment.” The parent company was apparently growing rapidly, and even more so now that Derns himself had taken on a more prominent public image. That Silas and Corinne, new employees who had done good work and clearly had no connection to Altar’s illegal activity, were getting this special meeting with the CEO, could only be something positive.

    “Silas,” Corinne responded without missing a beat, staring more intently and slightly lowering her tone. “Do you not remember that the FBI is keeping tabs on this place? That one agent is from Manhattan. And he already knew an awful lot about us.”

    “So?” Silas asked. “We’re not doing anything wrong until, well… until we do something wrong.”

    He glanced around the empty room briefly.

    “And we’re not going to,” he added. “More than likely, we’re gonna be asked to-”

    A deep, ringing sound came from the TV on the wall behind Silas, startling him out of his monologue. He fumbled to turn the chair around even as Corinne postured herself to look professional for whoever was on the screen. Sure enough, the icon in the bottom left of the screen read “A.B. Derns,” while in the center was the man himself.

    Alexander Bradley Derns looked much the way Silas might have imagined. No images of the man seemed to be anywhere on the internet, at least none that could be pinned down as authentic. Derns wore a pinstripe navy suit with a bright red, black-dotted shirt unbuttoned at the top. He seemed more suited to running a yacht club in Maryland than helming the biggest company in L.A. His brown hair was combed, though just casually messy enough to match his garb, and he looked like got plenty of sun.

    “Silas! Corinne!” he exclaimed with excitement.

    Silas was even more jolted as he suddenly regretted his choice of seats. His back to the table, he did his best to appear confident and eager, but knew that his eyes, hands, and suddenly-prominent foot-tapping were betraying him.

    “I’m so happy to finally be speaking with you guys. What a ride you two have been on, huh?”

    Every word he spoke was dripping with enthusiasm.

    “Firstly, let me say how very sorry I am for your loss. Both of you. I know Mr. Muehler was a good friend to the two of you. Never met him, but I was told he was an upstanding guy.”

    Corinne did little to respond.

    “And Silas, I’m so sorry about your sister.”

    He paused abruptly after that. It was a strange place to have a moment of silence, and Silas took it as part of a rushed, get-it-out-of-the-way courtesy.

    “Thank you,” Silas nevertheless responded, unsure if it was necessary.

    Corinne only nodded.

    “Sorry they dragged you all the way up to forty, but I wanted you to know what a big deal this is. Silas, you good?”

    Silas was still trying to find the best way to rest his hands, going from clasping them together in his lap, to setting them on the armrests, to finally crossing his arms, before the question startled him yet again.

    “Yes sir,” he smiled awkwardly as he straightened himself.

    “Corinne?” Derns went on. “What’s up?”

    Corinne did a better job of steadying her nerves.

    “Nothing, we’re just a little anxious,” she said calmly.

    Silas’ eyes widened. He glared at Corinne for a moment, but she didn’t turn from looking at the screen.

    “Right, I get that,” Derns offered.

    He sighed, seemingly blowing away some of the cheesy excitement he had been exhibiting.

    “Why don’t I cut to it then,” he continued. “It’s a shame what went down with Altar. Practically the whole board got wrapped up in some form of laundering or embezzlement. It’s surprising that the feds didn’t get ‘em sooner.”

    His somber tone grew a little brighter.

    “But the company has a lot of great infrastructure that I think I can use. And you guys are two of a handful of people who I think also have potential, and due to your overall records, I feel I can trust.”

    He smiled as he looked first at Silas, then Corinne.

    “I’ve got really big plans for you guys.”

    He seemed to draw back for a moment.

    “That is, if you’re interested, of course.”

    Silas felt like he needed to catch his breath, but managed to breath out an answer.

    “Yes, absolutely,” he smiled, turning to Corinne and then to the screen.

    “Silas, my guy,” Derns beamed. “I had a good feeling about you, man. Your name came across my desk attached to a few digital accounts. You’re a gamer, eh?”

    Silas’ face reddened just a little, but he nodded with a grin.

    “Yeah, sometimes,” he admitted bashfully.

    “Well, you’ve logged four hundred plus hours into WarTime,” Derns chuckled, to Silas’ slight discomfort. “We put that out, what, a year ago? Not even?”

    Silas shifted in the awkward silence. He glanced at Corinne, who did nothing to comfort him, but seemed as disinterested as ever. Derns went on, apparently scrolling on another device, barely trying to suppress laughter.

    “And, you actually have many times that number on our movie sites.”

    Silas felt like he had put his face in an oven.

    “And they’re not just any movies, my friend.”

    Silas didn’t move. He was red, his heart beating rapidly and his stomach churning horribly. All he could do was stare coldly at the wall below the TV. This guy had blindsided him, and apparently knew way more about him than Silas expected. He certainly wasn’t feeling the excitement he had just a few moments ago.

    “Oh, come on, Sy,” came the eventual entreaty. “You’re a guy! A smart one too, I might add.”

    Silas briefly looked up and tried to crack a smile. He then glanced at Corinne, who returned the gesture.

    “And Corinne,” Derns picked up.

    Corinne stiffened a little bit. Silas somehow felt even more uncomfortable now.

    “You’re quite a wonder,” Derns grinned, glancing back at whatever the other screen was displaying. “Went through RIT in not four years, not three, but just over two. Glad to see your parents don’t waste their power. And with your skills, your… qualities… you could do anything.”

    Silas went from embarrassed to annoyed. He tried to appear somewhat stern.

    “How would you guys feel about flying out here next week?” Derns asked outright.

    There was a pause. Apparently, Corinne hoped Silas would interject, but he couldn’t come up with a good answer. A few minutes ago, he would have jumped on it. Now, however, he was having some second thoughts.

    “Listen,” Derns continued, eyeing Silas and noting the hesitance. “You two think on it, see if your schedules line up, and get back to me. I’d very much like to talk more,” he said as he turned to Corinne with a smile. “And see you in person.”

    After yet one more uncomfortable pause, he bid them goodbye and hung up. The two only sat in the silence for what seemed like forever. Silas felt like he had many things to address, but was in no mood to do so. Corinne’s expression was glazed over, her stare fixed on the cityscape outside. Finally, Silas spun his chair to fully face her.

    “Maybe we should go,” he offered quietly.

    More silence.

    “We’ll be working tomorrow,” he added.

    “Yeah,” she responded at last, glancing at the pen in front of her.

    With that, they both silently got up and walked out.

    

  
    

    
      CORINNE
    

    

    January 14, 5:15 a.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    The forgotten sound of the default ringtone, combined with the phone’s buzzing on the nightstand mere inches from the pillow was enough to jolt Corinne out of sleep. She hadn’t had much to begin with, but for the past two hours, it had at least been restful. As she squinted at the clock, waiting for her eyes to adjust, she realized the time.

    Seriously?

    Wrestling her arm out from under the sheets, she fumbled her fingers over to the phone, twice failing to pick it up before securing her grip.

    Restricted.

    Of course it would be spam. But those calls never came through at this hour of the day, or at least her call-blocking app caught the ones that did. She thought about it long enough to become increasingly annoyed at the jarring noise. Finally, she took the chance and hit the green button. The caller spoke before she could.

    “Corinne?” came the female voice.

    Wary and still drowsy, Corinne hesitated.

    “Corinne, this is Agent Platovich. We spoke at the hospital a few days ago.”

    Corinne closed her eyes, struggling with all her might to place who exactly she had met. After a brief moment, she remembered the two partners, one with the personality of a smug salesman, and the other a reserved, by-the-book type. The woman was the latter; thus, this must be her.

    “I know it’s early. I’m sorry,” she apologized, with a tone similar to that of when she had excused her partner at the hospital. “It’s important.”

    Corinne was sitting up now, getting out of bed and rubbing her right eye. Early was an understatement. Going into work at 9:00 everyday, she had grown accustomed to waking up around 7:30, and certainly never before 7:00. She had been irked when staying with Silas, who got up no later than 6:00 and attributed it to his growing up on a farm. Corinne was working on him, though. It was just a matter of time. The thought of a government agent calling her at this hour, however, sobered her up very quickly.

    “Um, okay,” she mumbled in a deeper voice than she had hoped.

    The agent didn’t skip a beat.

    “Corinne, I need to ask a really big favor.”

    —

    The government building at 26 Federal Plaza had always looked so boring from the street. Walking through the tidy halls of its lower levels, however, complete with emergency lights on the walls and the occasional guard room, brought a much different feeling. Of course, the many people buzzing around the building, none of them paying much attention to Corinne, did help to calm some of her anxiety. She nonchalantly broke into a jog for a moment, easing back to a quick walk when she caught up to Agent Platovich. The slim, blonde woman was wearing a black suit today, giving off a decidedly different aura from the light gray she had worn at the hospital. While speaking respectfully, Platovich made it clear that this was serious business, and was in no mood to waste time.

    “So,” Corinne asked as they halted at a steel door. “Where did they get him?”

    “At his beach house in Puerto Rico,” Platovich deadpanned, entering a code to open the door. “Not as clever as we thought.”

    She led Corinne into the dark room, where there was a window that looked into a bright one. A man, presumably another agent, stood by the glass.

    “Corinne, Agent Eric Ramirez,” Platovich introduced plainly, stepping up to the glass herself.

    He turned for little more than a second.

    “Hi,” was the entirety of his greeting, and he turned back.

    Corinne didn’t find herself offended, as she was still trying to process all of the information she had received in the last couple hours. As she now took her place by the glass, she saw the suspect sitting in the plain, white room, his hands cuffed to the table. They were right. It was Dr. Frank Nash. He looked weary. Shaken, even. He had never come across as the most polite type, but he had acted professional for most of the time that Corinne had worked for him. He was Type A, through and through, and always seemed to have a contingency plan for every imaginable setback. Was it really all an act?

    “You sure this is a good idea?” Ramirez asked softly, turning to his colleague.

    “We’re running out of time, Eric,” she sighed.

    “And…” Ramirez continued hesitantly. “...you told Micah?”

    With that, Platovich glared at him briefly, and then turned to Corinne.

    “Do you still want to do this?” she asked in a sensitive tone.

    Corinne looked her in the eyes for a moment, then glanced at Nash. The man almost seemed broken. As if he had bet everything, played his hand for all it was worth, and lost miserably. He was hardly worth worrying about, much less being intimidated by.

    “Yeah, I do,” she said as she straightened up a little.

    Platovich studied her gaze for a moment, before offering the slightest smile and handing her a tiny earpiece.

    “I’ll feed you a couple questions. If you need us, we’re ten feet away.”

    After fitting it snugly into her ear, Corinne slowly opened the door and walked around a corner. Nash looked up, alert.

    “Oh, great,” he said with exasperation. “The witch’s kid.”

    Corinne was surprised at the energy he possessed, however foul it was. Perhaps she had mistaken seething anger for lethargy.

    “So what, you’re the Feds’ pet now?”

    Corinne made a point of looking him in the eye as she approached and finally took the seat across the table. He seemed a little uncertain, to the point of almost easing back a little.

    “Name a ladder, you’ll climb it,” he said more dismissively.

    Corinne now rested her hands on the table, not breaking her gaze. If she was going to play any part in bringing justice to the corrupt company that had played her and Silas, that had betrayed Steven to death, and was possibly responsible for many more atrocities, she was going to go all-out in her role. She was not scared of him, and she was going to let him know it. The pause continued for a good minute, until Monica finally spoke into the earpiece.

    “Corinne, there’s some measure of urgency here.”

    It didn’t affect Corinne’s posture, as her long, black hair fully covered all but her face. Still, she took the cue.

    “I’m not gonna pretend to be something I’m not, Nash. I’m not an investigator. I can’t interrogate you. But, come on, let’s be honest. You made enemies. A lot. And they’ll do whatever they can to put you away and destroy everything you have.”

    “Wow,” Monica spoke gently, more to herself than anyone.

    Apparently, Nash was also taken off-guard by the tenacity and poise of subtle, quiet Corinne. He stared back at her, the slightest flicker of fear in his eyes. Not quite done, she leaned in.

    “So think about that before you try to con me this time.”

    She let the words sink in, even as she started to lean back again. The effect didn’t last as long as she had hoped. Any fear in Nash’s expression was replaced with annoyance now.

    “What do you want, Lieran?” he asked in what was almost a shout.

    “What does he know about the Mexico facility?” Monica prompted.

    Corinne asked the question verbatim. Nash only snorted his contempt.

    “Passwords, codes, any security details,” Monica picked up hurriedly.

    Trying to maintain an aggressive footing, Corinne thought on it for a moment. What exactly was she supposed to say? The agents had given her little to go on up until now, assuring her that the less she knew, the better.

    “Crates,” she finally blurted, to Nash’s confused stare. “Crates and doors. The big, reinforced steel ones that used to go to the biohazard level. Only you had the codes. You never wrote them down.”

    His confused stare morphed into a smug one.

    “You’re wasting your time,” he scoffed.

    “His family gets federal protection if he cooperates,” Monica guided.

    When Corinne played that card, Nash’s face grew mysteriously somber. It was now his turn to lean in.

    “If I gave you those codes, no one could be protected from what it would unleash.”

    He was going for scary, and wasn’t too far off the mark.

    “But you’ll never find it. Not the real stuff.”

    He turned to the glass.

    “Take my advice, leave it alone. You’ve got all your loose ends,” he called.

    Corinne recoiled, until Monica gave her further information which she immediately acted on.

    “But they’re emptying it,” Corinne countered. “Someone’s taking everything out of the bunker. Crates, barrels, tons of stuff.”

    Nash turned back to her once again, as if he had heard but wanted to hear it again.

    “Who is?” he asked plainly.

    “Don’t know,” Corinne replied as per Monica’s instructions. “But clearly they have full access.”

    Slowly but surely, the former director’s countenance fell. He was beginning to size up the situation more seriously, and was putting all the pieces together.

    “You really didn’t catch him?” he said almost fearfully, glancing at the glass.

    He looked back at Corinne, then at the table.

    “I thought they were trying to make me talk. Oh, God.”

    “Who?” Corinne asked, totally of her own will.

    But Nash ignored her. He appeared to be rapidly unraveling, breathing more heavily and talking under his breath. As Corinne noticed the suddenly prominent sweat on his forehead, the door she had come through burst open. Monica stomped over to the man, her partner following swiftly behind her.

    “Give us the codes!” she shouted, bringing down a fist that rattled the table.

    The outburst was startling enough to momentarily quiet Nash. Corinne was shocked by his sudden descent into madness, but Monica’s intensity managed to bring forth an answer from him. Both agents pulled out smartphones, hurrying to save the codes he rattled off. Why he was suddenly so cooperative was baffling to Corinne, but now, she too was beginning to understand that something much bigger than she had imagined was going on.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    January 14, 1:00 p.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    Sofie tore yet another piece of lined paper from the notepad, crunched it tightly into a ball, and tossed it to the floor. Starting afresh, she began drawing - in pen - a map of the junkyard-like compound and the area which surrounded the Mexico bunker. Marking the details from memory, down to every last junk car, she worked her way out to the edges of the paper. The large notepad provided for roughly a quarter-mile in each direction on her map. After another minute or so, she stopped and gazed at her work. She then turned to the laptop. The map there was zoomed out further, enough to show the main routes leading in and out of Peto. Overall, she felt she had done an acceptable, if rudimentary, job of mapping.

    Sofie had not been given this task by Micah. Monica had. Monica was, after all, an intelligence specialist with a degree in - of all things - logistics. Mapping, planning, routing and rerouting; these things were her specialty. But Sofie had quickly lost the trust she had once so firmly held for Monica. More than anything now, she saw her as a two-faced spy. Maybe, just maybe, that was necessary, and Monica was doing all her lying and double-crossing for the greater good, and even for the good of the team. And maybe Sofie was really only upset that she, with all her quick wits, street smarts, and cloak-and-dagger training, had failed to see Monica working right under her nose. But it didn’t matter. Sofie was determined to have a handle on every aspect of every mission she took part in from now on, even if she had to do a great deal of extra work in the process.

    And boy, did she. She had gotten three hours of sleep last night, at the most, after a long stint of memorizing various phone numbers, cover stories, and even bank account numbers. In the last few months, she had done her best, with some limited help from Micah, to set up a network of safehouses and bug-out kits should she be compromised in Mexico. This was becoming more and more important as she realized how few people she could count on. In the end, there wasn’t anyone she could trust as much as herself.

    This belief came to light more clearly as someone knocked on the door. Sofie’s initial reaction was suspicion, as Anna had only left a few minutes ago, and she had a key. None of Micah’s people would visit, as Micah ordered the few who knew Sofie not to associate with her outside of the Tower, unless on a specific assignment. As Sofie scrolled through her mental list, the obvious answer came to her just as the caller knocked yet again.

    Chris.

    She got up from the couch, brushing her hand against her holstered .45 nonetheless. In the apartment door’s peephole, sure enough, Chris stood back, looking at his phone. A strange calmness hit Sofie as she removed her hand from the weapon, letting her red flannel shirt cover it up once more. She unbolted the three locks and opened the door. Chris looked up, mildly surprised.

    “Hey Sofie,” he said nonchalantly.

    “Hey,” she responded with a slight smile. “Anna?”

    He seemed to almost hesitate for a moment, but then loosened up.

    “Uh, yeah. I tried calling her a couple times, but it just goes to voicemail.”

    Sofie squinted slightly, then smiled more broadly and pointed to the kitchen counter.

    “Her phone’s over there,” she responded plainly. “She went out for a walk. She’s been doing that lately.”

    “Oh,” Chris responded, a little uncertainty in his voice.

    “I don’t know how long she’ll be,” Sofie added.

    She realized at this point that, for some reason, she did fully trust Chris. He had a gentle, kind way about him, similar to Anna. He seemed to actually care about people, putting others before himself much of the time. He was clearly an intelligent and hardworking person. Sofie could imagine a universe where she developed feelings for him. His hazel eyes, dark brown hair, and couple of days old facial stubble did not scream “movie star”, but were nonetheless handsome. If ever she would let attraction get the better of her, it would be here and now.

    But Sofie also knew that Chris had a moral compass. He had wisdom and was clearly a Jesus freak, as his cross bracelets, music preferences, and Bible verses she had seen all over his apartment on Christmas Eve had indicated. And to top it all off, he was very much falling for her sister. Anna, in turn, seemed crazy about him. And for that reason, Sofie knew where she stood. In all honesty, she was rooting for the relationship that was developing. Maybe Chris would be a brother-in-law someday, and maybe she should work on that relationship now.

    “We can go look for her, if you want,” Sofie offered.

    “I could just come back,” Chris started.

    Sofie ignored the comment and took her coat from the rack beside the door.

    “Nah, let’s go,” she smirked, throwing the coat on and double-knotting the sneakers she was wearing.

    —

    “How many classes did you have together?”

    “Uh, two, I think,” Chris responded, shoving his hands deeper into his coat pockets.

    The sun was getting lower, which was made more obvious among so many massive buildings. Sofie could see both her breath and Chris’, and was starting to realize that boots may have been the better choice. Still, she was determined to know the backstory of Chris and Anna’s fairy tale.

    “And you sat together, obviously,” Sofie went on.

    “No.”

    “You were lab partners then.”

    “Nope.”

    “Well, how many conversations did you have together?”

    Chris sighed. Sofie could sense some exasperation, but pressed her luck anyway. If she were going to be a little sister, she might as well play the part.

    “Just one.”

    Sofie snorted. She turned to Chris and sized up his expression for a moment.

    “You’re kidding,” she tried.

    “No,” he defended.

    “What was it about?”

    “Sofie, I don’t know. It was small talk. Something to do with a project that everyone was working on together.”

    Sofie looked back to the sidewalk ahead of them. She didn’t get this interested, much less surprised, over such trivial things very often. They walked in silence for a few moments, passing a Chinese restaurant with some intoxicating aromas.

    “I guess I thought you guys had, like, some big connection,” she conceded.

    Chris more or less shrugged.

    “Really, it was when I passed her on campus a few weeks later,” he explained, to Sofie’s amusement and mild surprise. “I was having a good day, smiling, taking in the Spring weather. So here I am, almost skipping for joy, and as I look around, I pan across the sidewalk just in time to catch her staring at me. It was so spur-of-the-moment that I just gave her the most charming smile I think I’ve ever given anyone.”

    Sofie was fully ready to hear what else had happened.

    “And?” she pried.

    “And, that was that,” Chris answered. “We didn’t really have any more run-ins after that. But for some reason, I started thinking about her. About that little moment. And I just never, ever could forget it.”

    He was gazing up the street, seemingly lost in his tale. Sofie craned her neck in confusion, even as she ducked out of someone’s way, letting them pass between her and Chris.

    “That’s it?” she asked after a moment.

    Again, Chris shrugged, as if he had more to say but was reluctant to.

    “I mean, I prayed about it,” he said. “About Anna.”

    Sofie suddenly felt awkward. Still, she tried to play it off.

    “And you got an answer, I guess.”

    “I guess we’ll see,” Chris mused.

    He glanced at her for a moment, then back to the street they were about to cross. Sofie was now inwardly embarrassed at the temptation she had felt earlier. Wherever Chris got his faith from, she truly wished she could have a part of it. She wanted to expound on that, but she also hoped that he would bring it up himself.

    “So, how’d you get into, you know, doing all this?” Chris asked plainly after they had briskly crossed the street.

    This trust that Sofie felt with Chris was enough for her to tell him the truth. The truth she had never told anyone. But she needed a reason. She needed hope at the end of all this. The hope she saw in him and Anna. Not some superficial, self-help enlightenment crap. She knew better. She knew that Chris had plenty of hope to share, but for some reason, he hadn’t yet.

    Another silence. She didn’t know where they were going. She never really knew where Anna took her walks. Anna’s point was to get some alone time, after all. Sofie just wanted to talk with someone she trusted right now, perhaps other than her sister. Finally, she couldn’t take it anymore. She was going to pour out her heart, and if there was a God, maybe she’d find him here, through Chris. But no more shallow lip-service.

    “My biological father drank,” she responded. “A lot.”

    She could tell Chris was staring at her, but went on heedlessly.

    “When I was three months old, he killed two people in a car wreck. He went to prison, and a few months later, my mom OD’d on heroin. I went to live with my grandmother, on my dad’s side. On my eleventh birthday, dad got out of prison and showed up at our house drunk.”

    They came to a stop next to the fountain in City Hall Park. They gazed into it as Sofie continued.

    “He was acting so weird, that I tried avoiding him until he started getting rough with me,” she said, her voice starting to shake for the first time in a long while. “I finally screamed and scratched him. He...”

    The world around them slowed down to a halt as Sofie tried to get through. Chris was dead silent.

    “He responded by hitting me, until he broke a rib and one of my arms. And then...”

    She fell quiet.

    I can’t do this.

    But then, for some reason, she finished.

    “He… um… he molested me.”

    She couldn’t believe she had just told him what she had vowed she would never tell anyone. She should have been mortified, but she didn’t. She felt like maybe some weight, however tiny, had been removed from her. And while it may have been miniscule, it brought some relief. But she had played her hand; now God needed to show his.

    “Did you ever tell anyone?” Chris asked cautiously after several minutes of silence.

    “No,” Sofie answered, suddenly starting to sober back up. “And I shouldn’t have now. That little girl died that day. So Chris, if you’re going to say something about her coming back to life by my “believing in myself” or some other B.S. like that, don’t bother. I need more than that.”

    Another silence made Sofie start to regret hoping that God would show up. It started to bring immense shame, which turned to fear, and then to anger. As Chris stood there, motionless and gawking by the fountain, Sofie felt her defenses rapidly rising once again. In a sense, she felt betrayed by someone she thought would help. Despite her best efforts to steel herself, she felt her face warming and growing red, and tears welling up.

    Chris seemed to take a deep breath as he turned to face her. She looked into his eyes, hoping beyond hope that he would tell her about some sort of peace, or healing, or strength or whatever people like him had. She was ready to hear about Jesus and God. She was willing. She wasn’t when Anna and her adopted family had tried, but now she was.

    Suddenly, a horn blared from the street behind them. They both spun around to see the black, armored BMW 5 Series, and Monica getting out of the passenger’s side.

    “Why do none of you pick up your phones,” she mumbled, seemingly more a question to herself than to them. “You guys, we gotta go. Anna’s in the car. They’re leaving the bunker,” she explained in a hushed tone as she huddled in next to them. “We have to catch a chopper to JFK and then a plane to Mexico before we lose them for good. Micah’s fuelling up a jet as we speak.”

    She turned and made for the car, beckoning them to follow. Without any more words, Sofie and Chris did so, leaving their conversation a brutal, unfinished mess.

    

  
    

    
      HALEY
    

    

    January 14, 3:25 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    “Do you have to hum?” Haley asked in a tone of numb annoyance.

    “Sorry,” Arthur responded quietly.

    A period of silence followed. The two siblings were sorting through their father’s belongings, trying to find some stuff that he had specifically asked for in the hospital. He’d requested some photos from the Grand Canyon trip that the whole family had taken, more than a decade ago. He’d also mentioned his wedding photos, which were hanging on the wall and did not require any searching. One other special item was his father’s watch, which he hoped was either in the bedroom, or in his office at the garage. The kicker for Haley though, was that he didn’t want these items for personal comfort in the hospital. He only insisted that they would be “important for the funeral.”

    Alan Fielding had been through two tours of duty in Iraq, had built his own business from the ground up, had run a farm, and raised four kids. Yet here he was, broken and giving up the final fight of his life. It was heartbreaking. It was angering. Haley didn’t have anything left in her emotional well, however, so she simply went along with his wishes. Art seemed to have more hope, for some reason.

    “What am I missing?” she finally spoke, staring at some folded clothes on the bed.

    Art looked up, then at the clothes, confused.

    “What do you-”

    “Why did this happen to us, Art? Any of it. All of it.”

    The only thing that seemed to get her mind off of each death was the one that followed it. As a lump formed in her throat and her vision blurred, she realized her well did still have something in it.

    “What is the purpose of it?” she said in an increasingly weepy voice. “I don’t understand it.”

    Art hurried over to her and held her in his arms.

    “I know, I know,” he comforted. “I don’t either.”

    Haley began to sob uncontrollably. She braced for something her mother or sister or best friend would be known to say, like “His ways are higher than ours, honey,” or “All things work together for good.” It wasn’t that she didn’t believe it, but it wasn’t what she needed to hear right now. It wasn’t going to help. What she needed was to make sense of half of her family and her best friend dying within two years, of one of her only two brothers turning prodigal, and of her seemingly being destined to go nowhere in life. But as she let the tears flow down, she knew she just needed to get through today. Emma had used those exact words on her last day on Earth.

    Haley took a deep breath and went through a couple tissues. She’d made it this far. If she had the strength to pray one more prayer, it wasn’t over yet. And so she did.

    “Why don’t we get outside,” Art said, after what must have been at least ten minutes of simply sitting on the edge of the bed.

    —

    The cliched “fresh air” trick worked again. It didn’t change circumstances, of course, but seeing a rare blue sky and catching the occasional scent of pine - or more often, mud - helped clear Haley’s mind a bit. Art had started humming again, this time one of Brooke’s favorite worship songs. Traces of a smile crept onto Haley’s face.

    “What do you think she’s doing now?” she asked pensively.

    Art looked over at her for a minute as they walked up the road. He smiled, probably surprised and thankful at the new thought.

    “Singing,” he grinned, looking back ahead.

    Haley chuckled.

    “Yup, probably,” she agreed. “What’s that song again?”

    “Open Up The Heavens,” he answered.

    Haley’s gaze instinctively drifted upward.

    “You think she sees all this?” she thought out loud.

    Art took a moment to respond. Haley didn’t really expect an answer, but Art offered one.

    “Not the pain, I don’t think. Not the struggle. But I know she’s cheering us on anyway.”

    As they made their way down the last hill towards the tractor garage, Art continued.

    “I know what she would do if she were us, though, Hale. You know you do, too.”

    Haley only kept looking at the road ahead. It was true. She did know what Brooke would do, and it was exactly what she had been trying to do, and what she had to keep doing.

    Turn your eyes upon Jesus.

    The old hymn was another one commonly sung by their sister, brought to glorious life by her gentle yet deeply layered voice.

    His word will not fail you, He promised. Believe Him, and all will be well.

    That verse would have sounded crazy normally. Indeed, it sounded like some naive, wide-eyed youth group pep talk even now. But something in Haley was convincing her that it was true. If Jesus prayed while sweating blood, she could continue to do so in her own pain.

    The two made their way to their dad’s garage, a little over a quarter mile from the house. After briefly surveying the property fence from afar, Art rifled through the keys in his pocket and opened the door. Inside, he entered the security code to disable the alarm, and then headed for the office.

    “You think the watch is in the desk?” he called.

    “I would guess so,” Haley answered.

    She was fixated on the workbench that lined the back wall, full of tools of every shape and size imaginable. Every inch of it seemed to bring back some sort of memory she shared with her dad. Art had always been the athlete in the family. He was good, too, going to college on a baseball scholarship and even having dreamed of going pro someday. Silas was the academic one, a science nerd and a history scholar. Brooke was the artist, singing and painting and obviously having the skills to go far in life. But Haley was the adventurer. She liked to do dirty work, building and moving things and pushing the limits of what she could create. Her dad had taught her a great deal about mechanical things, so much so that she had decided to go to school for engineering. At one point, dad had even let her in on one of his most closely-guarded secrets: his prized gunsmithing cache, which was of questionable legal status.

    Haley smiled at the thought. They didn’t do anything with their modified weapons, other than practice with them together. She dared wonder if, though her father loved all his kids, she might just have been his favorite. Just by a smidge.

    “Hey, who’s been putting all the mail under the desk?” Art called incredulously.

    Brought back into the moment, Haley walked over to the office. Sure enough, Art had moved a massive pile of envelopes, magazines, and various other papers onto the desk.

    “Does Charlie have a key or something?” he asked as he scraped up the last few articles from underneath the desk.

    “Charlie’s had the key for years,” Haley mused, referring to the kindly old mailman who had run this route for as long as she could remember.

    Starting to glance over the mail, though, she found many envelopes with hearts and crosses on the outside, addressed here but seemingly meant for the family. Surprised to see one from Mexico, Haley immediately began to choke up again when she opened it. Inside, in broken English, was a letter that said Brooke had been a “servant” and a “guardian angel” whom God used to save a child named David. Haley couldn’t get through all of it, but the Scriptures that lined every inch of the letter, as well as the names signed by at least a dozen little kids, got the point across. Finally, she put the letter down, tears returning to her face. She took a step to the doorway as the rest of that hymn came to mind.

    Then go to a world that is dying, His perfect salvation to tell.

    As brutally gut wrenching as it was, Haley could not deny that God was pointing her in the direction she should go. There was always a purpose, and He would never leave her or forsake her.

    “The heck is this?” Arthur asked suddenly, oblivious to what Haley had read.

    She turned to see him holding a large Manila envelope. The garage’s address was scribbled onto it, but there was no return address.

    “Probably junk mail, Art,” she sniffled dismissively.

    “Maybe,” he conceded. “It’s got quite a bit in it, though.”

    Art shrugged and threw it onto the pile.

    “I dunno. Let’s get this all home,” he said.

    Haley wiped some moisture from her face, grabbed a couple contractor’s bags from the cabinet where dad had always kept them, and handed one to her brother.

    “Yeah, let’s,” she smiled.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    January 14, 8:30 p.m.

    Skies over Florida

    

    Chris couldn’t relish the novel experience of flying in a white-carpeted, leather-upholstered private jet. He was too haunted by his conversation with Sofie. They hadn’t been able to follow up since Monica nabbed them off the street, as they had been continually briefed by her, Micah and Eric. They received instructions and recaps on everything from emergency protocols, to weapons and armor, to the complete itinerary of the trip. But as they now had a brief lull, twenty minutes before their scheduled landing at Key West International, Chris tossed and turned in his bucket seat. Micah and Eric were talking on phones, Monica was typing up a storm on a laptop, and Sofie was hunched over a folding seat tray, wearing earbuds and drawing something on a notepad.

    “Everything alright?” Anna asked softly.

    She had taken the seat next to Chris, and had been dozing for the last few minutes. Startled, Chris got his bearings and responded.

    “Yeah, of course,” he smiled halfheartedly.

    His turning to look back towards the aisle betrayed him, and he knew Anna didn’t buy it. Still, she let a few moments go by before continuing.

    “I don’t know why we’re here, Chris,” she said earnestly. “I don’t know why I volunteered to go.”

    She turned fully towards him, her blue eyes catching his gaze. There was honest, raw emotion in her stare. She had something to say.

    “I’m sorry,” she went on. “I know I blindsided you. I was wrong.”

    Yes, she had pulled a bit of a fast one on him, actually. And no, he had no idea why Micah had even thought about bringing them, or what they could possibly contribute that wouldn’t endanger the mission more than aid it. And as the lights of Key West flickered out the window, he wondered if he’d ever see New York, or his mom, or Scotty again. But he had made a choice, too. He had volunteered. He looked back to Anna, ready to reassure her, but she continued.

    “I have to admit,” she said softly as she looked down at her clasped hands. “I’m a little scared. I don’t know… I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

    At this, Chris put his hand on her shoulder and looked her square in the eye. He realized she probably hadn’t really been sleeping at all.

    “Hey, neither do I,” he confessed with a renewed confidence. “But we’re gonna be okay.”

    Anna’s gaze wavered, but did not break off.

    “You hear me?” Chris pressed. “You, me, Sofie…”

    He briefly glanced at the three agents sitting near the front of the aircraft. He wanted to mention them as well, but it was taking all the courage he had to assure Anna and her sister’s safety.

    “We’re gonna make it.”

    He hoped he was right, but he knew that hope alone was not a winning strategy. Anna finally put her hand on his, trying to smile. As the charter pilot announced their final descent, Chris did one more thing.

    “Let’s say a prayer,” he said softly.

    ---

    

    Less than five minutes after they touched down, the black AS365 helicopter had whisked them away, out over the darkness of the Gulf. Chris had never flown one, as it was used primarily by the Coast Guard. Bigger and faster than the 212, this one was clearly owned by Micah as well, given that he and Moncia had piloted it themselves. They had flown straight to a dark gray container ship not far from the Mexican coast, where they landed for refueling. From there, they continued all the way to the outskirts of Peto, where they had set down next to a small, walled courtyard at the edge of a farm.

    “Weapons check,” barked Micah as he turned from a couple of large, hardened crates they had unloaded.

    Sofie, Eric, and Monica immediately gave an affirmative response.

    “Ammo,” Micah continued.

    “Check,” Sofie led in response.

    “Goggles!”

    “Check,” came another unison reply.

    Monica slammed a big, bulky laptop down on one of the crates.

    “Anna!” she called, though Anna was within arm’s reach of the crate. “The drone’s stationary at five hundred feet. Three-sixty FOV with infrared zoom.”

    Without pausing, she opened yet another laptop, this one with a satellite map of their location.

    “You’re eyes and ears,” Monica finished, giving Anna a firm shoulder slap.

    As Chris watched her head for the courtyard gate, checking her M4 as she walked, Eric was suddenly in front of him. He handed him a Glock 9mm pistol, quickly followed up by a brightly-marked medical kit.

    “Addiman,” he began as though he were reciting something from a manual. “You’re our on-call triage. Defibs and IVs in the crate on the left.”

    As Chris fumbled to keep from dropping the items he had been handed, Eric impatiently held up one more thing for him to take.

    “And, should things go sideways,” the agent added in a more subdued tone, dangling the key fob in front of him. “The two of you get out of here. Don’t look back.”

    With brief, sober eye contact, Eric dropped the keys into Chris’ barely-free hands and joined his colleagues by the gate.

    “Wait, what?” Chris finally reacted, dumbfounded.

    No one paid attention.

    “Just got word from Washington,” Micah spoke up, donning his night-vision equipped combat helmet, his last piece of gear. “NSA’s watching the main roads, apparently “tipped off” by someone at the Bureau.”

    He let the silence hang in the air for a moment till he clipped the strap on his helmet. Monica, also in full getup, nonchalantly pulled her mask up over her nose.

    “That means we won’t have to split up. There’s only one back road they can possibly take,” Micah went on finally. “Anna, you can keep the drone hovering where it is. Just be ready to give updates.”

    Anna and Chris looked at each other in confusion for a moment.

    “Stay sharp,” Micah said before slapping the goggles down into place. “Right. On me!”

    With the final command, he went out of the gate and down into the field. Monica followed close behind, and Eric after her. Sofie hung back for a brief moment, giving a thoughtful look to Anna.

    “Sofie?” Anna asked, almost frightened.

    Sofie only turned to Chris with a contemplative glance. He knew now what he should have said; how he should have thrown aside the anxiety and fear of telling Sofie how to find forgiveness, healing, and peace. As she put on her own helmet, Chris realized there was nothing left now but to pray. Pray, and do his job with every ounce of strength he had. With that, Sofie nodded at her sister and ran to join the agents.

    “Sofie!” Anna called more loudly, running to the gate.

    The field they had gone down into appeared to be a crop of some sort of bean, with rows upon rows in the early stages of growth but already bearing leaves. Coming up to the gate himself, Chris could see the lights of the city of Peto far off to the right. Every other direction contained flat farmland, dotted with the occasional light or silhouette of a building. Across this particular field was another walled-off building.

    “Please protect her,” Anna said in a whisper, still watching the four figures weave their way into the field.

    Suddenly it dawned on Chris.

    “This is where it happened,” he stated before turning to Anna.

    She only gently nodded after a pause.

    “What are we doing?” she said at last.

    God, I can’t do this alone. We need You. Please, God. Please help.

    With the brief prayer, Chris took a deep breath and resolved to do everything in his power to keep those he loved safe.

    “Well,” he exhaled. “Let’s do what they trusted us to do.”

    

  
    

    
      MONICA
    

    

    January 14, 11:45 p.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    The snow-white, highly luminescent full moon wasn’t ideal. Neither was splitting up the group, or the three-plus kilometer hike through open farmland, or the full combat gear with a marksman rifle as her primary weapon. But this was their best shot at stopping whatever experiment was being smuggled out of this top-secret lair. The evidence was mounting that it was a deadly, potentially even pathogenic substance, one that may have claimed the lives of Bryce Wilson and Brooke Fielding, possibly among an unknown number of others. Monica herself was growing increasingly suspicious that she would find someone she knew behind it, an old enemy who had a corrupt, laser-focused obsession with dark spirituality. One of the people from that night on the icy lake had already resurfaced. Alex Derns was alive and well, and as driven as ever. Whether or not another of them would appear was only a matter of time.

    She glanced down at the rifle. The Weatherstone .400 semiautomatic rifle was a highly accurate, reliable weapon. It was rugged while still being lightweight, and the ammunition came in many variants depending on the particular situation. But the real reason Monica had held onto this gun for over a decade was the person who had given it to her. Harry Derns, at first suspicious of the pretty, young blonde on his family’s estate, had slowly evolved to a place of mild annoyance before coming to admire “Justina” and her “patience, wisdom, and quick-thinking,” as he had put it. When he had grown to the point of falling for her, Harry had tried to show off his skill with the newly designed weapon, only to have her outshoot him on the firing range. He had endearingly ceded it to her, leaving on his emblazoned initials “HBD.”

    Monica suddenly realized the road she had been heading toward was just up ahead. It was raised up on an embankment, bordered by miles of fields on either side. Glancing off to the left, she could barely make out the three colleagues from whom she had separated, so she quickly searched for a sniping position to cover them. There was precious little brush, trees, or cover of any kind, so she simply looked for a spot where she could kneel on the embankment and peek the rifle over the road. Glancing up at the sky, eerily painted with clouds and moonlight, she couldn’t see the drone, either. She had to trust that Anna and Chris were watching her and the others’ backs. The fact that the NSA had shown enough interest in her tip to actually keep an eye on the main roads was reassuring, but it was probably one of the last cards Monica could ever play inside the U.S. intelligence community. Now, she had to hope that the convoy did, in fact, take this route.

    A lump of cut bushes and undergrowth, thrown off the side of the road, would have to serve as the sniper’s nest. Monica quickly fitted her rifle’s suppressor, put down the bipod, and turned on her goggles. Getting comfortable, she could now zoom in on the three people she was protecting. Thermal vision did not allow her to make out exactly who she was looking at, but she knew Micah, Eric, and Sofie were close together. They were settling into a similar position along the embankment, waiting for the convoy to approach. Monica flinched as she spotted a figure moving on the opposite side of the road. Slowly, though, she realized it was one of the three laying down a spike strip. After stretching it as far as it would go, the person - it looked like probably Micah or Eric - quickly rejoined the others. Fleeting prayers kept racing through her head. She pleaded for the safety of those three, for Anna and Chris, and for herself.

    If Torr really was alive, the coming reunion promised to be especially grisly. In the years since that fateful shootout, what details Monica had learned about the man were chilling. He had been orphaned as a child in the Bosnian War of the early 90s, adopted by a Canadian couple, and accepted to UC Berkeley at age 17, with an impressive start to his academic career. After being implicated in a series of heinous murders on campus in 2008, however, he had disappeared off the map. Now, the direction of this latest Altar project had Torr’s MO written all over it.

    “Guys?” came a voice in the earpiece.

    It was Anna. Monica quickly checked in.

    “Hey, there’s three… maybe four vehicles in the distance. They’re moving your way fast.”

    “Copy,” Monica answered as she peered down the road.

    At first, she couldn’t make out anything in the distance. She then realized that the ominous shadow was actually a cloud of dust being kicked up by the vehicles.

    “Keep watching,” she barked. “Micah, you catch that?”

    “10-4,” came his calm response. “In position.”

    Silence ensued for a long couple of minutes. Monica scanned her and her comrades’ surroundings one last time, before zooming back in on the approaching vehicles. She quickly realized that none of them had any lights on, at which point she instinctively switched off her safety and got ready. Extra magazines were full and waiting. Her breathing was steadied. Anna was proving herself attentive and prompt on the drone feed. There was no turning back at this point.

    Now let’s finish this for good.

    

  
    

    
      ERIC
    

    

    January 15, 12:15 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    They didn’t see the spikes. The lead SUV, a twenty or so year-old Mitsubishi, quickly lost all four tires before flipping over the left side of the road and tumbling down into the field. The heavily modified eighteen-wheeler behind it, complete with a bull bar and armored panels, immediately gunned the engine and passed over the spikes without issue. As it bore down on his position, Eric raised his weapon and cursed. Heart pounding, his finger just brushed the trigger just as a high-caliber sniper round smashed a hole in the windshield. Eric had no time but to flinch as the semi began to lose speed, the two SUVs behind it slammed their brakes, and their fully-armed occupants jumped out.

    “Drop your weapons!” Micah screamed in a booming voice as he lunged up onto the road.

    Eric did the same while shouting the command in Spanish, with Sofia taking his six. Up popped a rifle over the hood of the nearest SUV, though the threat had scarcely registered with Eric before the gunman wielding it was dropped by another silent sniper bullet. Gunfire erupted from behind the second SUV, which Micah immediately returned. Sofia beat Eric to the hood of the first car, ducking behind the hood when shots started zipping past her. Taking cover next to her, Eric was focused on the semi that had come to a stop, give or take a hundred feet ahead. He quickly lifted his night vision goggles. The moonlight breaking through the clouds was more than sufficient to see with.

    “Go!” Sofia yelled. “We’ll hold them!”

    Yet another sniper round flew overhead, passing through the car they were hiding behind. It evidently hit its target, as one of the automatic weapons ceased firing.

    “Guys, there’s a helicopter coming in fast!” came Anna’s anxious voice over the radio. “And it looks like more ground vehicles, too!”

    “Go, now!” Sofia urged.

    Eric nodded and smothered every cautionary thought in his mind.

    “Moving on Artemis,” he calmly spoke into his headset’s mic, using their pre-planned codename for the truck.

    Eric leapt up without waiting for a response. He sprinted for the massive, dark trailer while making every effort to keep the SUV directly behind him. He could still hear gunfire, but it didn’t seem to be coming near him. Monica was obviously not taking any chances with the group’s safety, having already felled at least two or three people. Micah was aggressively laying down fire on the remaining foes, and Sofia appeared to be running interference on anything else that moved. Confident in his colleagues’ cover fire, and with adrenaline surging, Eric approached the rear door of the trailer much quicker than he had anticipated. He dove to his knees as he reached the truck, fumbling through a pack that was attached to his belt. He tried not to pay attention to the renewed string of gunfire that had started.

    “How’s it coming, amigo?” Micah asked over comms, agitation in his voice.

    Eric ignored him. His tours in Afghanistan and Syria had taught him to work through tension, distractions, and pain. So far, he was only dealing with the first two, and he intended to get through this without a scratch. His wife had no knowledge of any of this clandestine work, and he didn’t want her thinking it was his Bureau job that was so deadly. Finally finding the breaching charges he was looking for, he immediately peeled the cover from an adhesive strip and slapped the device onto the door’s locking mechanism.

    “Eric?” Micah yelled.

    Eric stayed silent a moment longer, leaping over the side of the road and flipping a switch. The boom that followed answered Micah’s questions. Giving a moment for the smoke to clear, he glanced at his two partners. It looked like they were in decent cover, but Anna was right. A helicopter was inbound, close enough to now be a significant source of noise. What was more troubling was that it was fully lit up. Those flying it were not trying to go unnoticed, and neither were the incoming ground vehicles. They likely intended to rain hell on Eric and his colleagues.

    “I’m going in!” he yelled, once again getting up onto the road.

    He had to move fast. Hopefully, the first item he found would be enough evidence to link to Altar. Of course, being under heavy fire might make it difficult to get away even if he did find it.

    One thing at a time. Just get the goods.

    Peering through the weapon’s holographic sight, Eric peeked into the trailer. There was no fluorescent lighting inside, so he flipped the goggles back on. In the signature green hue of night vision, Eric spotted numerous crates. Crates and boxes, stacked along the sides, with a few larger ones at the back. Not ideal. He would have to open each of them, obviously, which would cost more precious time.

    “Micah, Sofia, you’ve gotta fall back,” Monica said, keeping her voice calm but firm. “Now.”

    “Copy, tossing a frag,” Micah replied.

    Right on cue, another couple of explosions filled the air as Micah’s grenade blew up, quickly followed by the rear SUV it had taken with it. That might buy them another minute. Hopefully, the approaching combatants would take it as a sign to be slow and cautious, and Micah and Sofia could regroup at the trailer.

    Eric heaved himself inside.

    Whoa.

    He immediately noticed the chilly air. It wasn’t just cool; it felt like January in Illinois, at his grandmother’s old house in Schaumburg. That had to mean there was something biological in here, right? His hopeful excitement instantly turned to horror as he realized whatever it was might be infecting him at this very moment.

    Oh, God.

    He had half a mind to pray the rosary, but forced himself to keep moving. He had a mission. He couldn’t give up now.

    “Eric, hurry!” Micah pressed over the radio, on the brink of desperation.

    Hearing an engine rev, Eric turned to see the lead SUV start moving. Micah and Sofia were on the way. Eric spun around, deciding to head straight for the large crate in back. Drawing closer, he realized it was covered with a dark sheet of some kind. His heart sped up yet again. With all he had seen at Altar, he didn’t know what to expect. They had revealed themselves being connected to some dark, sinister crimes that truly racked the imagination. What would make such an obviously suspicious crate any different? Raising his gun the nearer he came, the sounds from outside became fainter and fainter. Even as Sofia shouted to him and Micah fired at the attackers, the world slowed down to a near standstill. He reached out his left hand while his right one held the M4 in a sweaty grip. Eric swallowed hard as he took the sheet, and in one, swift motion, removed it from the crate.

    Not as ominous as he had expected, the crate was actually a stainless steel box, with large, glass panels that served as windows. Slowly kneeling to look inside, Eric realized there was a smaller, similar box inside this one. But what was inside that? He leaned in as close as his gear would let him.

    What the..?

    A dark, misshapen… thing was in the smaller box. If he didn’t know any better, it might as well have been a mound of clay. But it had to be something important. If he could just open the large box, he was certain he could carry the small one. Sure enough, on the side of the large one was a keypad.

    Bingo.

    Eric rolled up his sleeve. Written on his right arm were the three codes that Dr. Nash had provided them. Hopefully, that was indeed sincerity in the man’s voice that day. He had gone from stubbornness to cooperation surprisingly quickly. Actually, it had been more like fear. Pale-faced horror, even.

    Holy cow.

    Just like that, the first code worked. A light on the panel turned from red to green, and a gentle click came from the door. Startled, Eric was about to pull it open when something moved inside. He almost fell backwards in shock. How he hadn’t pulled his gun’s trigger was amazing in itself. He noticed the gunfire growing more intense outside, along with shouting and occasional explosions. Eric inched forward again, blinking hard and trying to convince himself that his mind had played a trick on him.

    It hadn’t. The object in the rear left corner of the small box was a small... entity, and it had woken up. It didn’t appear to have fur or hair of any kind, with a form that was hard to make out. Eric only stared, his weapon pressed against the glass. Was this an exotic insect or reptile of some kind? Did Altar really traffic endangered species? Was that what all of this was about? From the creature’s dark silhouette came two long, spangly appendages, extending all the way across the inside of the box. Its mouth opened to reveal what might have been fangs, and two mildly reflective, yellow spots appeared above, likely the eyes. This wasn’t any normal animal.

    “Micah, you better take a look at-” Eric started to cautiously speak into the radio.

    “No time Eric! We’re gonna die here!” came the raging response.

    With a deep breath, Eric reminded himself how small the creature was, that it was encased in a steel box, and that he himself was still heavily armed. As he exhaled, he shook off the fear and pulled the big crate’s door open. That’s when he noticed the cord attached to the inside. Something beeped, and Eric saw a red light from the other corner of the box. The blast that followed instantly vaporized him and everything inside the trailer.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    January 15, 12:40 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    Anna gasped. Chris looked up just as the boom followed a second later.

    “What is it?” he asked tensely, quickly setting down the medical kit he had been going through.

    Anna didn’t respond, but as Chris reached her side, he got his answer from the laptop screen. The drone feed had displayed the explosion before the sound waves reached the courtyard. Chris, too, could only stand in shock.

    “Eric?” Monica asked warily over the radio.

    Chris had been paying less attention to what the team was doing, and more to preparing himself for what Eric had told him to do. He had turned down his headset, taking inventory of all the medical supplies at his disposal and making sure he knew what to do with each of them. Now, he was trying to piece together exactly what had happened.

    “Micah? Sofie?”

    Monica grew increasingly distressed.

    “Man down,” Micah answered after another minute of silence.

    Dead?

    Chris couldn’t quite grasp the thought of the man who had just given him all those instructions and gadgets being in that explosion, gone without a trace. He’d seen more than enough people die in the ER, sure, but this was completely different. The situation they were in was altogether surreal.

    Anna finally turned to Chris. This time, her expression was not so much an anxious one, looking for reassurance, but one of grave acceptance of the situation. They both knew they had chosen this. They had been given chances to stop, to get out, but those chances had passed. This may have turned into a mistake they would not come back from.

    “We’ve gotta help them,” she said plainly, taking her own Glock from beside the laptop and chambering a round. “Get those medkits ready.”

    Still in mild shock, Chris did the same with his pistol and threw the medkits into a backpack. Mistakes had been made, yes. But he and Anna were still alive, and perhaps they could keep Monica, Micah, and Sofie that way, too.

    Is Sofie alive?

    It dawned on him that she hadn’t checked in. Had she been caught in the blast? Had it been the increasingly heavy fire they were taking? She had to be alive. This was not the time to give up hope. Chris had already failed Sofie twice, giving her cheap, flimsy answers and vague spirituality instead of the simplicity of Jesus.

    One more chance, Lord. Please just one more.

    Over the distant echoes of gunfire, a diesel engine pulled up just outside the courtyard. Chris turned to Anna. She was finishing putting on her backpack, but she heard it too, and stood motionless. Chris now looked back to the drone feed, where he could still see the firefight going on beside the burning trailer. If Micah and the others were there, then who was this?

    A car door shut. Anna silently closed the laptop and ducked behind the crate it was sitting on. Chris crouched at the nose of the helicopter, peering underneath it just as two sets of feet entered the courtyard. They moved cautiously past the tail of the chopper, making almost no noise. Chris snuck around the nose as gently as he could, trying to stay hidden while still keeping their feet in view. The silence was killing him. He wrenched his pistol in an almost trembling grip, hoping that by some miracle the strangers would find nothing and move on, and that he wouldn’t have to shoot anyone. As the two finally reached the crate, Chris peeked through the chopper window to see that they were in fact two men, of fairly average build. Both carried assault rifles, though they seemed to have their guard down as they opened the laptop to investigate. That wasn’t good. It was only a matter of time before they found him and Anna, alerted their comrades to Monica and the others’ position, and likely killed them all. Chris had to do something.

    The first thing he thought of - and certainly not the best - was to hold them at gunpoint from behind. Unfortunately, that’s exactly what he found himself doing as one of the men began shouting, though whether it had to do with the drone feed on the laptop, or because they found Anna, was unclear.

    “Drop the weapons!” he shouted, still using the front of the chopper as cover.

    They spun around, weapons raised, yet somehow, Anna was on her feet even faster. Having previously taken another M4 from one of the crates, she swung the weapon by its barrel, driving the stock square into the shoulder of the man on the right, who was slightly shorter than the other. Such ferocity was in her swing that the man stumbled into his comrade, bringing them both to the ground. The injured man roared in pain. Spurred on by her courage, Chris sprung from his cover while shouting and holding out his gun. By the time the second man had regained his bearings, Anna had leapt onto the crate, and was now shouting down the barrel of the M4.

    “Don’t move! Don’t move!” she screamed.

    For a moment, it seemed like they could actually pull this off without anyone dying. Chris couldn’t trust these men in the least, of course, but perhaps they could be denied any chance of retaliating. As Chris reached them, the man who had not taken the direct hit was writhing out from under his partner, fixing his weapon’s aim directly at him. Chris reached him just in time to kick the rifle clean out of his hands, though even in combat boots, his foot took a nasty blow. Almost preemptively, he backed up just as the man lunged to grab his legs. That move allowed him to see the injured man now bringing his rifle into a firing position. Still moving backwards however, Chris didn’t have the momentum to stop him.

    Anna fired a burst of three or four shots into the ground. Everyone flinched, but Chris soon realized that no one had been hit. Both men on the ground now looked up at her rifle’s smoking barrel with a healthy dose of fear in their eyes. Chris took the opportunity to silently lean forward and seize the rifle from the injured enemy. Without pausing, he reached into one of the medkits he had left on the ground, unsheathed a narcotic-filled syringe, and held it up for the men to see.

    “Please,” the shorter one pleaded in a deep voice, with perfect English.

    Chris’ eyebrow went up, but he didn’t let his guard down. He had been certain these were either local criminals recruited for below-board work, or Middle Easterners like the ones involved in the Fielding incident in Upstate. But hearing them speak, they could have easily passed for any native-born, small-town Yankee.

    “We don’t want anyone to die-”

    “Quiet!” Chris shouted, holding up his pistol and cutting the man off. “It’s morphine.”

    He knelt down closer.

    “Try anything, and it won’t matter how much you get.”

    With the man staring into the barrel of the pistol, Chris jabbed the needle directly into the man’s thigh, to which he responded with only the slightest jerk. It wasn’t morphine, but it would indeed put him to sleep for several hours. Backing away, and without taking his eyes off of the men, Chris rifled through the medkit for another syringe. He wasn’t entirely sure why Eric had included these, if it was in fact him who had assembled the kits, but it seemed this was as good a use as any.

    “You too, gringo,” he said as he found another and tossed it to the second man.

    The man was hesitant to do anything with it, only staring at Chris.

    “I’m not hurt,” he said at last, a wary, quizzical tone in his voice.

    Chris knew he was likely dealing with men far more experienced in combat, coercion, and deceit, so he had to be firm, fierce, and quick. He returned the stare for a moment, expressing as much disdain and apathy as he could muster. Finally, he stood up, aimed the pistol just above the man’s head, and fired. It seemed to work enough to at least worry him.

    “Would you like the next one in your kneecap, or your skull?” Chris asked coldly.

    Eyes wide, the man took the needle, exchanged one last glance with Anna, and stuck himself in the arm. Chris kept his gaze on the captives and his finger on the trigger, noticing from the corner of his eye that the first man was already giving in to the sedative. They had to be cautious, of course, but time was running out for Monica and the others.

    “Anna, get the cuffs.”

    Anna was already going through her own backpack, finding a small bundle of half a dozen or so zip cuffs which she immediately tossed to Chris. After staring at the two bodies on the ground for another couple of minutes, it seemed safe to assume that both were under the narcotic’s influence. Chris gave both a firm kick, and getting no significant response, felt satisfied. With Anna’s weapon closely aimed, he cuffed the first man, and then the other, and then used the remaining cuffs to hogtie their arms and legs together.

    Another explosion sounded in the distance. Anna opened the laptop again to see hostiles moving through the fields on either side of Micah. Monica was taking a deadly toll on them from her hidden sniper’s nest, but it was only a matter of time before both ammo and luck ran out.

    “Come on, let’s hustle,” Anna said as she threw her backpack’s contents back together.

    Chris reached for his own pack and slung it over his shoulder. He also grabbed the remaining M4 from beside the crate, threw a couple extra magazines into his windbreaker’s pockets, and started following Anna, but the distant battle had reached a point of near-constant automatic fire. There was no way they’d make it in time. Even to make it home alive, now, would require a miracle.

    “Anna,” Chris called, halting as he came to the realization.

    Anna was at the edge of the courtyard, ready to descend the bank into the field. She looked back, her expression one of confusion, agitation, and fear.

    “Not that way,” Chris said.

    

  
    

    
      MICAH
    

    

    January 15, 12:55 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    The bullet felt like it tore his left arm off. Micah cursed yet again, this time with such vigour that he thought he had ruptured his windpipe. He could care less about what he said now. Sure, there was a time when he had tried to keep his language in check, partly to honor Meghan’s memory, and partly as professional courtesy. But he was moments away from dying. He had led Eric to his death, and now Sofia. Monica, Anna, and Chris were sure to follow, and the monsters who had run Altar for the sole purpose of designing and manufacturing the most lethal substances imaginable would continue to walk the earth. There was no justice. There never had been. His entire life, more or less, had been a lie. Who cared if he cussed his way to his final breath, trying to take every last one of these goons with him?

    “Micah!”

    The female voice almost went unnoticed. Micah’s obsession with cutting down every last person that moved through the fields was so heightened by his surging adrenaline, he barely heard it.

    “Micah, I can’t feel my legs,” Sofia said in a shaky voice.

    He finally looked down beside him. Sofia was right there, though her combat fatigues and boots were torn and blackened from the explosion. A streak of dried blood ran from her nose, and her hair was twisted and tangled underneath her helmet.

    “Sofia, stay still,” Micah said in as calm a voice as he could manage.

    He couldn’t believe she was alive, much less talking. Maybe there was still half a chance of saving her life. Doubtful, but possible. A figure caught his eye, just starting to move towards him from the field. Before he could aim his M4, yet another sniper round had taken out the threat.

    “Micah, I’m on my last mag!” Monica yelled over comms, stern to the point of anger. “You need to fall back behind the trailer!”

    As protective as he felt seeing Sofia’s helpless, wounded state, he was starting to lose focus. He wasn’t sure what to do. Numerous hostiles had been killed, yet they seemed only to multiply from every direction. Amidst all the vehicles and guns and bullets, he actually had no idea who these guys were. Were they Altar employees? Were they terrorists? Foreign operatives? Mercenaries?

    A bullet missed his right temple, close enough to feel its breeze. He realized that who these people were didn’t matter. It only mattered that he find a way to keep them from killing his crew.

    “Sofia, stay with me,” he yelled, leaning in close.

    Looking back at the rear of the trailer, not twenty feet away, he knew he had to find a way to drag her that far. Maybe, just maybe, she could start pulling herself to safety from there. Scanning around, there seemed to be a small break in the onslaught of enemies. Just as he took hold of Sofia’s armored vest, ready to put all his weight into dragging her, he heard the familiar hum. It was that blasted chopper. So far, it had only been shining an extremely bright light down onto the battlefield. But now, as it came to hover over the burning semi, Micah noticed its side door open.

    They’re going for the kill.

    Suddenly he remembered. That last 40mm grenade had never been fired. He had loaded the M320 launcher right before being struck in the arm. Without waiting - or thinking at all, really - he grabbed the launcher from where it was slung behind his back. Taking only a fraction of a second to aim, he squeezed the trigger. The simple, satisfying fump was followed by the spark of impact on the chopper’s fuselage, and finally the blast that sent the aircraft spiraling down into the field.

    His sigh of relief only lasted a second. Voices could be heard approaching from up the road, interspersed with automatic fire. Micah immediately ejected his empty magazine and reached for another on his vest, but there weren’t any. Without taking time to worry, he drew his USP .45 and held it vertically, his back to the SUV. A blunt object slammed into the other side of the vehicle, and could be heard bouncing into the dirt.

    Grenade.

    Micah pulled Sofia with all the strength he had in his right arm, as his left was soaked in blood and almost limp. Positioning her so that the front tires would take as much of the shrapnel as possible, he laid himself over her until the deafening bang. When the smoke cleared, Micah found he had suffered no more than a cut on the leg and a nasty ringing in his ears.

    “Sofe, you good?” he yelled.

    She lightly nodded. With no grenades or primary weapon, Micah had to hold off his foes with only the pistol. It certainly would have been an ideal time to receive backup, but he had been living the last couple of years counting only on himself, and he reckoned that was the only way to handle this situation. At the sound of more approaching voices, he rose a little higher on his feet, spun around, and fired at the first figure he saw. The initial shot didn’t hit, nor did the second, but the third sent the target falling backwards. Micah dropped back down behind the car as a spray of bullets hit its other side once more. He was making no actual progress, and it was only a matter of time before a round passed all the way through the vehicle’s aluminum body, or someone finally got a clean shot from the side of the road. He had to make his move, and he had to do it now.

    “Sofe, get ready!”

    Micah reached over the hood and blind fired half a dozen shots. With no real use for his left arm, he holstered his pistol, grabbed hold of Sofia’s armor, and started pulling. He made it a good five or six strides without being hit. Then, a new foe appeared.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    January 15, 1:05 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    The dirt hit harder than expected. The bald, broad-shouldered man in combat fatigues had charged headlong into Micah, who held onto Sofie’s armored vest for a couple seconds before finally dropping her. Just a moment ago, it had been painfully difficult to keep her eyelids open, but now, after being stepped on and even kicked once or twice, the adrenaline began to kick in. Sofie tried to inch away on her elbows, but she was still dodging the feet of the scuffling combatants. The bald man drove several savage uppercuts into Micah’s stomach, which nearly sent him falling onto his back. Micah couldn’t even manage a block, much less a counterattack. He only doubled over, coughing and gasping for breath.

    Sofie realized she had the perfect opportunity to kick the attacker in the side of the knee, but as she instructed her leg to do so, barely anything happened. That’s when she remembered the explosion. She had been thrown backwards into the corner of the SUV, hitting on the middle of her lower back. The amount of time that had passed between that impact and finding herself next to Micah was a mystery, but she had obviously been unconscious for several minutes. Ever since waking up, all she could feel was weakness and outright numbness below the waist.

    The bald man now took Micah by the hair, kneeing him square in the face. Sofie was aghast at the man’s brutality. She began to realize the end would come upon them quickly if she didn’t do something. Instinctively, she reached for her holstered pistol. After feeling around her thigh for much longer than expected, Sofie found the holster and went to unfasten the strap that held the pistol in place. Strangely, she couldn’t do it. Instead, her finger slipped from the holster as the world slowly swirled around her. Her eyelids grew heavy yet again, but she shook off the drowsiness and repostured herself to try once more.

    This time, Sofie’s elbows shifted, and she fell back into the dirt. There was pain, but more than anything, there was a heavy sleep threatening to overtake her. Still hearing the grunts and punches from the two men, Sofie made an effort to roll onto her side so that she could get up onto her knees. That was even more hopeless. She now saw the bloodsoaked dirt beneath her, with a trail leading to her left leg.

    That’s too much.

    As Sofie realized just how great her blood loss was, she felt her lungs begin to rapidly draw air in and push it back out in an involuntary panic. Her heart rate sped up significantly, and she knew it was only hastening her loss of blood and final descent into unconsciousness. The feeling of total helplessness was taking hold. She was actually going to die. She poured all that was left of her diminishing strength into keeping her eyes open.

    From the corner of her field of vision, Sofie caught Micah just as he drew his carbon fiber knife from its sheath on his back. He actually managed to drive it into his enemy’s hip, but aside from a beastly shout, the man seemed unaffected by it. He headbutted Micah in the face, and finally unleashed one more savage, unrelenting flurry of blows. Probably nearing death himself, Micah collapsed to the ground in front of the victor.

    Their time was up, it seemed, and the execution was about to begin. After all, it was too late to call for help, right? Sofie’s gaze drifted upward. Her heart was pounding. The millions of stars which had twinkled so brightly against the night sky were starting to grow dim. The moon was all but concealed.

    God...

    But Sofie’s eyes were not closed yet. In fact, they were wide open as the wisps of shadow started moving through the sky. A bitter, unnatural chill ran through her body as the very atmosphere around her grew distorted in shades of gray and black. It was as if some force were tearing a hole in the air itself and beckoning her in. The masses of darkness darting about overhead became bigger; blacker. In the briefest moments, some vaguely human form could be made out in their silhouettes.

    Sofie felt the fear that had crept up on her now manifesting into utter terror. The sounds of burning wreckage and people fighting had become but the faintest background noise. In their place were growing, distant screeches, and eerie, howling whirlwinds. Even worse, she realized, was that her eyes now refused to close. She had no motor functions and no choice but to watch the horror in front of her. Finally, one of the silhouettes revealed, in subtly different hues of blackness, what could only be interpreted as a face. It was dark. It was tormented. It was demonic.

    Jesus… please…

    Time seemed to end its existence as Sofie’s heart slowed to a halt. Her eyes took in all of the spiritual chaos around her, but her life was no longer in her. The touch of the dirt, the smell of the fields intermingled with burning gasoline; they were gone. The shadows were literally reaching out to take her, with bony, spectral fingers that radiated a shuddering cold.

    Then, something happened.

    Sofia…

    …

    Your time isn’t yet.

    In that very moment, the shadows flinched. The undead hand came no closer. The darkness hissed and wailed as a light intensified, like an atom bomb going off in the distance. The coarse, cool dirt shifted under Sofie’s fingers as they pressed into the ground. Her hearing was once again flooded with a cacophony of gunshots, fires, and helicopter blades. Almost as quickly as they appeared, the shadows had evaporated into the farthest reaches of the night. And as Sofie once more fought to keep her heavy eyelids from closing, she caught a glimpse of a face she thought she’d never see again: her sister’s.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    January 15, 1:25 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    It was starting to make sense now. All of it. The missions trip. The Fieldings. The chance meeting with Chris, being hired and trained by Micah, and every bit of trouble along the way. As Chris circled the AS365 over what had become a warzone, Anna’s place in all of it was now becoming clear. She tightened the straps on her armored vest, made sure she had as many extra magazines as she could carry, and kept praying.

    “Are you sure about this?” Chris shouted from the driver’s seat, over the roar of the rotors.

    “Yes! Put us down over there!” she replied, pointing out the open side door.

    Get us out of this, Lord.

    They came back around towards the front of the tractor trailer, all the while being watched by the remaining combatants on the field. The only fathomable reason why they hadn’t already shot the chopper to kingdom come was that they thought it might be one of their own, and that was Anna’s only hope at getting the jump on them. She had prayed since they lifted off, asking for another way to do this, even considering offering to surrender in exchange for her sister’s life. But her gut and everything else inside her were telling her that this fight was indeed against darker forces of evil. These men trying to kill them had free will, and were exercising that freedom with every shot fired. In a perfect world, there would be a way to subdue them without bloodshed.

    Chris halted the chopper’s descent three or four feet over the road. Anna pushed off the edge and landed on her feet.

    This world isn’t perfect.

    Raising her M4, she flipped on its military-grade flashlight and took aim at the nearest person.

    “Get on the ground!” she screamed in a voice that carried with a surprising boom.

    Masked and loaded with gear, his first reaction was to begin firing. Three or four shots hit the dirt around Anna before she involuntarily pulled the trigger. Her victim, blinded by the light, was dead a second later. The rest of the men flinched. Anna’s weeks of training had evidently not been in vain, as every nuance of handling the weapon became second nature to her.

    Whap-whap-whap.

    Another burly enemy dropped. Step by step, burst by burst, Anna moved forward, determined to find her sister alive. One burst fed into another, and none of the foes seemed to have any chance to react. Before she knew it, only one man was left standing. Anna realized the bloody mess at his feet was Micah, and just behind the two of them was Sofie, crumpled in a heap.

    No, God!

    The bald, scarred man standing over Micah then did something terrifyingly unexpected. With no weapon in his hands, he screamed with an animalistic roar, wrenched his hands in the air, and charged at Anna head-first. Pulling the trigger again resulted in a simple click. She nearly froze. The M4 fell from her hands, only being caught by the sling over her shoulder. She suddenly felt vulnerable and wracked with fear.

    Don’t give up.

    Her right hand came to rest at the holster on her belt, and without a second thought, she took the Glock in a firm grasp. Up flew her arm, and the weapon’s sights came to settle over her assailant. With all the courage she had left, Anna repeatedly tapped the trigger. She started backing away, unsure if any of the shots were connecting, but the man only seemed to speed up as she fired over and over again. As their distance closed, Anna’s ankle suddenly twisted and brought her crashing down onto her back. The pistol flew from her hands.

    As Anna tried desperately to come back from the mishap, another flurry of shots went off. To her amazement, the bald man now stumbled and fell off to her side, revealing Micah and a smoking pistol. He was struggling back to his feet, trying to keep his aim on his downed victim.

    “Get your sister,” he called weakly. “Now!”

    Anna didn’t hesitate, running past him to Sofie’s aid. More .45 caliber pops gave way to a renewed series of grunts and shouts.

    “Sofie, I’m here! I’ve got you!”

    Anna knelt at her sister’s side, grateful beyond belief that she was still breathing. Sofie had, however, sustained injuries great enough to lose a disturbing amount of blood. The source of bleeding quickly became apparent in a gash on the inside of her knee. Anna had no medical supplies. She had to get her sister onto the chopper, and she had to do it quickly. She also had to do everything in her power to keep her awake.

    “Sofie, stay with me!” Anna yelled, patting her on the cheek.

    Sofie’s eyes were drifting between barely open and completely shut, and her fragile state was made even more apparent by her limpness and shallow breathing.

    Jesus, I’m begging you, don’t let her die.

    Anna tried to lift Sofie’s arm up over her shoulder, but altogether there was too much weight. Glancing back and seeing Monica approaching, Anna set Sofie back down and began undoing her armor and helmet.

    “Anna?” came a weak, yet much-desired voice.

    “Yes, Sofe,” Anna responded, smiling almost to the point of tears. “It’s alright, you’re gonna be alright.”

    With revived strength, Anna heaved Sofie up, wrapped her arm over her own shoulder, and made for the hovering chopper.

    “You’re a really good shot,” came another groggy comment from the redhead.

    “Thanks, hun,” Anna smiled, though her gaze was still darting around the battlefield.

    They walked past Monica, who was now at Micah’s side, both aiming their weapons at the bald man.

    “Get on there, the both of you,” Monica ordered plainly.

    It was the first time in hours that Anna had heard her voice in person and not over a headset. It brought a sense of security, especially since the two agents were together again, and were seemingly going to survive. But even if they made it home, even if everyone survived, and even if they somehow went back to their old lives, Anna knew she would never really be coming back from this.

    

  
    

    
      MONICA
    

    

    January 15, 1:35 a.m.

    Outskirts of Peto, Mexico

    

    There he was. The mysterious, foreboding scientist known as Torr lay on the dusty road, wounded and helpless. He had no doubt been the head of operations at this secret facility, concealing untold horrors within its walls. It was presumably also he who had tried to smuggle his most prized experiments out of the facility, and rigged said experiments to explode if opened without his permission. Thus, he had taken the life of one of Monica’s closest friends and colleagues. Torr truly was an evil mastermind.

    “Get on the chopper,” Micah said solemnly, his weapon still aimed down at Torr.

    “Kill him first,” Monica replied.

    Micah glanced up.

    “He’s already on his way out,” he argued.

    “Oh no,” Monica shot back, almost in a chuckle. “Be certain with this one.”

    Understandably confused, Micah kept looking between Monica and the victim with a puzzled expression. Monica didn’t want to explain how she knew the man, but she was not about to let him get away yet again. She didn’t expect him to beg for his life, but he could still try and spill what he knew to Micah, potentially driving a wedge between the partners. Then, the radio in her earpiece came to life.

    “I’ve got four radar blips, moving fast,” Chris warned. “Maybe ten minutes out, tops.”

    Now, Monica glanced at Micah. After a prolonged stare, Micah straightened his arm, aimed at Torr, and pulled the trigger. Seemingly thinking it over in his head, he paused, and then proceeded to fire once more.

    “That’ll be the military,” he stated plainly. “Let’s go.”

    With that, he turned and limped towards the chopper. Monica watched him go, then took one last look at Torr. He had a truly frightful appearance, scarred where his tattoo used to be, with veins popping from his head and neck. She couldn’t help but watch him for a very long moment, as if to ensure he was truly dead. After all that had happened, after all the terror he had wrought, Monica was not about to give him another chance to further his evil schemes.

    “Monica?” Chris asked over the radio, with a heightened concern in his voice.

    She began to back away, still watching the body for as long as she could, but she knew they had to go. If they flew dangerously low, they might be able to evade the Mexican Air Force long enough to get over international waters in the Gulf. It was a long shot, but it was their only one. Monica knew she had to trust that what was meant to happen would indeed happen, and she had to follow her instincts along the way.

    “Coming.”

    She spun around, bolted for the chopper, and jumped in through the open side door.

    “Go, go, go!” she yelled.

    On cue, the engine picked up ferociously, and the ground began to draw farther away from her feet. As the horrors of the battle descended, the ones inside the helicopter became clear. Anna was desperately trying to apply a tourniquet to Sofia, with Micah trying to help her even as his own, bloody arm hung limp. Monica finally pulled her feet inside, rolled the door closed, and wrestled the sling of her rifle off of her shoulder.

    “Chris, get back here!” she ordered as she laid her weapon on the floor. “I’ll take the stick.”

    As the command didn’t seem to connect with him right away, she repeated it more emphatically.

    “Chris, now!”

    He quickly got up as Monica took the co-pilot’s stick and gave herself control of the aircraft. She could tell from the cries, groans, and labored breathing, that the situation was growing no less dire. Over the next few minutes, Micah proceeded to collapse, Anna shouted at Sofia to stay awake, and Chris tore into almost every medical item on board to keep the wounded alive. When the defibrillators came out, Monica began to pray nonstop. Her thoughts drifted far away from the enemy she had left on that dirt road. She couldn’t change what had happened to him or because of him. She only hoped that the harm he had tried to inflict had died with him, and that it had died for good this time.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    January 15, 6:00 a.m.

    Miami, FL

    

    Working in a hospital didn’t make visiting one any easier, even one a thousand miles away. In fact, it was becoming the most repulsive thing to be surrounded by white floors, textured walls, and drop ceilings, all bathed in fluorescent light and populated by people in scrubs. Chris wanted out. He didn’t know how, he just knew that he couldn’t continue like this. None of them could.

    Yet the violence and death he had experienced in the last few months had only kept intensifying. And, though he had thought that working for Southland might open new opportunities, it had actually exposed Chris’ own materialism. How had he fallen so far from that simple, hopeful reliance on the Lord? All of his plans, revolving around his hopes and his dreams, would have amounted to nothing if not for God miraculously saving him tonight.

    Looking down the hall, though, he knew this wasn’t over. Only a little over an hour ago, doctors and nurses had rushed Sofie into an emergency room, desperately trying to keep her alive. She had flatlined twice, but Chris, Anna, and Monica had prayed nonstop. And, with every breath that Sofie took, they only continued with all their strength.

    Micah, for his part, was treated for his wounds and asked some questions by hospital staff. Amidst the commotion and urgency, however, he had managed to slip out before the cops showed up. Nobody knew where he went. It was actually pretty revealing. Infuriating, even. If that was how he was going to treat such a dire situation - one that he had orchestrated, no less - Chris couldn’t have cared if he never saw the man again.

    He quickly got up out of the chair when he saw Monica come around the corner. She was wearing the blue sweater and gray slacks that somehow, she had worn underneath all the black tactical gear. Chris had never noticed her ditch the gear, and where it was now was a mystery.

    “How is she?” he asked with all of the courage he could muster.

    Monica kept her medium pace until she was close enough to speak softly.

    “Alive. Stabilizing.”

    Chris reflexively bowed his head in gratitude for the answer to prayer. He couldn’t come up with anything else to say at the moment. The good and the bad, the miracles and the disasters; it was all too overwhelming. Monica took a couple steps past him and leaned against the wall, then slowly brought her hand down over her face. Chris sunk back into the chair.

    “How is Anna doing?” he followed up.

    The immediate answer was a sigh. The actual response took much longer.

    “I don’t know, Chris.”

    Monica crossed her arms and stared blankly at the opposite wall.

    “I should never have let this go so far. I could have stopped it…”

    Her gaze wandered as her thoughts seemed to do the same.

    “Eric would still be alive, Sofia would be… fine.”

    Gauging the sincerity of people like Monica was difficult. All that she was saying was true, but whether or not there was an angle behind it was another question. Chris didn’t really want to hear it; he just wanted to get away from all of this as soon as possible.

    “What’s gonna happen to us?” he asked soberly.

    “I’m gonna get you out of this,” she quickly answered, looking down at Chris. “All of you. I swear, I will pull every string I have to keep the three of you from ever having to go through any of this, ever again.”

    With that, she pulled her satellite phone out and started flipping through something on it.

    “I’ve got to take care of some things. I’ll get you moved out of here as fast as I can. Anything comes up, you call me from the hospital. Anything at all.”

    

    —

    A couple of hours had passed by the time Anna returned from the ER. Her lethargic shuffle, her comatose stare into the floor; she was battered. Chris stood up again, worried about how he should receive her. He ended up only staring at her until she was a couple of arm’s lengths away, at which point she looked up at him with red, bloodshot eyes. He returned a wide-eyed stare for several seconds. But as Anna began breaking down into tears again, Chris put his arms around her and held her close. Rather than say anything, he only kept praying. He didn’t know what to say, and he didn’t know what would happen, but he had no other options.

    

  
    

    
      MARISSA
    

    

    January 15, 9:12 a.m.

    Capitol Hill, Washington, D.C.

    

    The phone on Congresswoman Marissa Vonn’s desk blared yet again. In the ten minutes since she had walked in here, this had to have been the sixth call she had received. She wasn’t having it. Not this early. Not with so much hanging in the balance today.

    She glared at the still-ringing receiver, grasped the phone line, and in one, swift motion, ripped it out of the wall. Sure enough, the plastic housing on the outlet was broken to pieces. Silence engulfed the room at last.

    Seconds later, though, quickly-approaching footsteps could be heard from the hallway. Marissa only looked back at her laptop, desperately trying to glean as much information as she could regarding the previous night’s happenings in Mexico. The House Homeland Security Committee hadn’t convened yet today, and the only intelligence she had was that which she had picked up from random conversations in the Capitol’s halls. The “all-clear” message which Torr had promised to send had never reached her.

    “Congresswoman?”

    26-year-old Madison Oretz silently peeked her head in the door.

    “You did not hear that,” Marissa responded plainly, her gaze glued to the screen.

    The girl made a competent aide, and although young and idealistic, she was also rather smart and efficient. She had even managed to brighten Marissa’s mood on occasion. Yes, Madison would serve her purpose well, for the time being.

    “What is it, Madison?” she finally asked with mild exasperation, though still not making eye contact.

    “I just wanted to make sure everythin-”

    “Everything’s fine, thank you. Now, if you don’t have anything urgent, I have far too much work to do right now.”

    Madison drew back from behind the door only slightly.

    “Um… well it’s just that Deputy Director Costa is briefing some of the committee down the hall in ten. He said he’s been trying to reach you.”

    Marissa finally turned her full attention to her aide. It was an extremely convenient time for a surprise briefing from the Deputy Director of the NSA. And, though the dangerous and highly illegal smuggling operation last night seemed to have gone awry, getting some actual updates on it would be welcome. Up to this point, Marissa was certain there had been no way to trace any of the Altar debacle back to her. Staying ahead of the curve was her only hope of keeping it that way.

    She slammed the laptop shut.

    “Thank you, Maddy. Let’s get down there, shall we?”

    —

    Sure enough, the briefing was entirely in regards to a “covert paramilitary operation” in rural Mexico. The white-haired Republican next to Marissa finally handed her the folder. She had been forced to wait, seemingly forever, while five other committee members eyed over the documents, which surely mattered to none of them like they did to her. All the while, the Deputy Director was talking over what they all meant, but Marissa was barely listening. She wanted to see them herself, and watching these buffoons pretend to know or care about them was infuriating.

    She yanked the folder away rather roughly, but the man didn’t seem to mind. He only returned his attention to Costa. Atop the pages of text sat a number of satellite photos. The setting was dark, obviously having been brightened post-production, and the images were timestamped twenty seconds apart.

    In the first photo, burning wreckage dotted a roadway, while a helicopter hovered close by. Looking closer, several people stood along the road, not too far from the chopper. Marissa flipped to the next photograph, where the chopper and bystanders were gone, and only bodies seemed to be on the road. For some reason, one particular corpse, sprawled out flat, was circled in red marker. She instinctively placed her finger on it.

    “What’s this?” she interrupted, looking at Costa.

    As he and everyone else looked at her, he obliged, and answered the question.

    “Turn to the last one.”

    As Marissa did so, she found the last image identical to all the others, save for one thing. The body was gone. She looked back up as a chill ran through her body.

    “We have reason to believe the people operating that convoy share a link with the fumigators found in the Manhattan high-rise.”

    “What?” Marissa asked, her knee-jerk reaction almost betraying her.

    A couple members looked back to her, but she didn’t look away from the Deputy Director.

    “That’s what some people at the Bureau are telling us,” he answered matter-of-factly.

    “Now, Mr. Costa,” the Republican interjected, much to Marissa’s relief. “Off the record. The attack on this convoy… our people did it?”

    “Congressman, I don’t have the details to be able to confirm or deny such an allegation,” he responded almost robotically.

    Marissa only shoved the documents into the next person’s hands.

    “Come on,” she softly ordered her aide, storming away from the circle.

    There was no doubt in her mind as to who did this. There was also no doubt that they were on a warpath now, and would continue to try and undermine, if possible, her entire career. What had started as an ordinary, behind-closed-doors attempt at getting her foot deeper into political power, was spiraling into a wild, dangerous, deep-state conspiracy.

    Still, Marissa was confident in her ability to control it. She was clever. She had connections. She had pawns. And the chiefmost of them was still alive, by the looks of things. If she could get him what he wanted, she was certain that it could be used for her own benefit.

    It’s worked so far.

    “What’s wrong?” a worried Madison questioned, trying to keep up.

    “Get me a flight to New York asap. And work my office while I’m gone.”

    “Miss Vonn?” she pressed, thoroughly confused.

    Finally, Marissa stopped, turned to Madison, and tried to reassure her as best she could.

    “Maddy, something’s come up. I have to do some stuff off-record.”

    The young aide didn’t seem terribly comforted, so Marissa went on.

    “You know how high the stakes are here. I could be looking at the speakership this year. If I have to fight for that, if I have to draw blood for that, for what I believe in, I’m going to. Now, you’re a strong young woman. You could go a long ways.”

    She leaned in and lowered her voice.

    “You just have to decide if you have the stomach for it.”

    It was unclear from the resulting stare if Maddy was fearful, impressed, or perhaps just confused. But there was no time to worry about it now. With a gentle hand on the girl’s shoulder, Marissa held her gaze for a moment longer, and briskly walked away.

    

  
    

    
      SILAS
    

    

    January 15, 10:30 a.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    “Altar Rallies Under Derns” read the Journal headline. It was only one of many similar articles, all praising the upswing that had hit the newly-rebranded Altar Labs. Indeed, A.B. Derns was rich for a reason, and he was proving that now more than ever. His master restructuring plan had moved almost all of Altar’s operations to Southern California, where he could exercise much more power and influence. And for some odd reason, he wanted to make Silas and Corinne two of his pet projects.

    On one hand, it was exhilarating to be brought into the upper echelons of such a massive empire. Derns was unfathomably wealthy, and showed no qualms in sharing his opulence with the people he took interest in. The fact that Silas and Corinne had made that list, however, was the problem. Why he was so fond of them was still not clear. Their pay had been upped yet again, and gleaming positions had been lined up for them in L.A., as well as living arrangements that were nothing short of glamorous. Derns’ flimsy reasons of the two of them being “trustworthy” and “good workers” didn’t seem to add up.

    Silas kept scrolling. ““Florida Won’t Cater to Sex Traffickers,” Gov. Guyant Slams in Rejection of Derns Plant” read another article. Conservatives had never been particularly affectionate towards HU-Tech or its parent company, and many were now doubling down as they attacked the Altar deal. Still, reading the headline made Silas’ stomach churn just a little more. An uneasy feeling had been gnawing at him ever since Derns had made mildly suggestive remarks to Corinne in that video call. Now, they were about to move into his backyard. Whatever far-flung accusation the deep-red governor was alluding to, it only served as a reminder of what Silas already knew about Derns: he dealt in porn, pot, and partying. It was everything against Silas’ upbringing.

    “Hey, you,” Corinne spoke softly as her fingers ran over Silas’ shoulders.

    Lost in thought, the interruption startled him. As Corinne embraced him from behind the chair, though, easing a smile onto Silas’ face, he accepted the fact that he had long since thrown out what he had been raised to believe.

    “Hey,” he replied warmly.

    “So, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” Corinne continued.

    She came around the front of the chair, taking a seat on the giant, plush armest. She leaned towards him, running her fingers through his hair.

    “You were right. I think we should go to L.A.”

    The concession blindsided him. With enough pushback, he could have seen himself backing away from Derns and the company, and possibly even taking Corinne back Upstate to pursue something else entirely.

    “Why?” he asked reflexively.

    Corinne sighed and thought for a moment.

    “Because you know more about it than I do,” she admitted. “And I trust you. And, if you go, I wanna be with you.”

    Silas felt like he had known Corinne for a lifetime, and yet when she said things like that, his heart still thumped a little faster. He couldn’t help but smile. But the gnawing thoughts wouldn’t go away. What if all those things he had been raised with were right? What if he should have waited until marriage? What if he should have avoided a successful career if his employers were devious people? And what if, with every wrong turn he made, his chances of ever getting back on the right path were vanishing?

    “Maybe we should think about it,” he blurted, shifting in the chair.

    Corinne tilted her head.

    “What?” she asked in surprise. “I thought you had thought about it.”

    Silas began searching for the right response, still unready to unload his inner convictions.

    “This could be an incredible opportunity for us, babe,” Corinne went on. “This could change our lives forever.”

    Her radiant brown eyes gazed brightly into Silas’ blue ones.

    “I don’t have to be defined by my childhood anymore,” she continued. “You don’t have to be defined by yours. We can become so much more than people ever thought.”

    She kept gazing at him, finally resting her forehead on his.

    “As long as we have each other, we can do anything.”

    Silas’ concerns would have remained up until that last sentence. The wisdom he had picked up from his church, his mother, and most earnestly from Brooke, just wasn’t strong enough to challenge the affection he had for Corinne. It should have been. He should have been. But he was in love, and that wasn’t going to change.

    Besides, what if she was right, and their lives were about to change forever? What if, however slim the chances, they became magnates at the head of one of the biggest, most cutting-edge scientific firms on the planet? What if Silas could be rich, powerful, famous, and married to the girl of his dreams, living in a Hollywood mansion?

    It’s a chance worth taking.

    “Well alright then,” he smiled, before going in for a kiss.

    

  
    

    
      MICAH
    

    

    January 16, 6:15 p.m.

    Southland Building

    

    The coffee was lukewarm and mercilessly bitter. Micah had straight-up jacked the bag of uncooked beans from his own restaurant in the lobby, cooked them in his penthouse suite, and then ran them through his personal french press. His face contorted as the mixture slithered down his esophagus.

    Just once.

    He winced in pain at the cast on his arm. Just once, it would have been nice if he could get something nice handed to him. Something positive. Just one little freebie. But as horrible as the coffee was, it was better than wandering down Broadway, looking for a martini, scotch, or some other worse type of fix. He’d quit drinking the day he’d met Meghan, and even if it cost him his life, he was never going back. So, with a dead stare out at the monotone, gray cityscape, he downed another generous gulp. At least he still had both arms.

    The doorbell didn’t affect him in any discernible way. The person using it grew more desperate - or obnoxious, perhaps - with each passing second. After a half minute or so, the ringing stopped, the doorknob rattled, and the latch opened.

    “What is the matter with you?” Monica berated as she made herself welcome. “You don’t answer your phone, you don’t speak to anyone around here, and you lock yourself in?”

    She quickly walked through the kitchen into the living room, and was now standing in front of him. Tired and dejected as Micah was, he was more tempted to start laughing than anything. He pushed the limits of seemingly ignoring her before slowly making eye contact.

    “I know that whoever really needs me will find a way, Monica.”

    She stared for a moment, then uncrossed her arms. Saying nothing, she only walked over to the window and panned across the skyline. Long moments went by in silence. Micah choked down another couple of sips of his awful drink, until he began to wonder if Monica was now playing the same game as him. A few minutes later, he feared she was winning.

    “Monica, I’m just trying to-”

    “Forget it Micah,” she said with the softest rebuke. “If you don’t care, neither do I. Abandon ship, if that’s what you want. But I’m not gonna make these kids suffer for it.”

    It was unexpected; shocking, even. But Micah wasn’t about to be treated like a child. He was down, yes, but not defeated.

    “Wait a minute,” he said firmly. “You think I don’t care? Seriously? I’ve done nothing but care, Monica. From the moment these “kids” found themselves in danger,” he added with air quotes. “I was the first, and sometimes the only one to care. I pursued justice when no one else did. I fought for it. I almost died for it. So if you’re really going to come into my home, and tell me I don’t care about all that’s happened, maybe you should abandon ship.”

    His finger was pointed at the door, and his rant had drawn Monica’s stare; first stern, now bordering on hurt. Not feeling particularly remorseful, he let the words sink in for a few moments before continuing.

    “Why are you here?”

    A couple of blinks later, Monica answered.

    “Sofia made it.”

    Micah was taken aback. To say the news was unexpected was an understatement. Sofia had been barely clinging to life for the entire flight home, and when she was admitted into Miami General, doctors had not expected her to survive the night. Upon seeing her flatline, Micah accepted that he had failed her and headed home. Now, an unfathomable weight of guilt swept over him.

    “What?” was all he could say.

    Monica returned her gaze to the window.

    “She’s stable, actually. They operated last night and saved her legs. I’m trying to get her moved up here as soon as she’s able.”

    Micah had the wind knocked out of him. Still, he tried to search for words.

    “Chris and Anna?”

    “They’re still with her,” Monica offered. “They’ll move when she does. But a second badge to wave around would help ward off questions.”

    “Done,” Micah said. “I’ll head down there right now.”

    “No,” Monica jumped in. “I’ll take care of their flight up here. We need a plan for when the questions start filtering in to us. The big ones, Micah. From big people.”

    She turned back to him, looking tired herself; maybe even slightly vulnerable.

    “And they’re coming,” she added.

    Micah discreetly nodded. He looked around the room for a moment.

    “Do you want some coffee?” he asked as sincerely as he could.

    A look of concern on Monica’s face turned to one of confusion, and for the first time in forever, the beginnings of a smile.

    “Micah, it smells like a barn went up in flames in here.”

    Micah couldn’t help but snort out a chuckle, which prompted Monica to do so as well.

    “I’m not having your coffee,” she laughed.

    After a few brief moments of cracking up, Micah finally caught his breath as his face turned red.

    “It was worth a try, I guess.”

    Monica looked to the floor, finally starting to stroll back towards the kitchen and the door beyond.

    “Monica, wait,” Micah said, a broken earnestness in his voice.

    She stopped, waited several seconds, and looked back at him.

    “I am so, so sorry. For everything.”

    Micah’s face stayed red, and just as he had feared, his voice slowly started to quiver.

    “I’m sorry about Eric.”

    At that, Monica visibly began to fight her emotions as well.

    “He was the best at what he did. Loyal, smart… tough as nails. I’ll never, ever be able to repay his sacrifice.”

    He sort of nodded, looking down and resolving to go on.

    “And you... you’ve been beyond patient, beyond kind… and you’ve been more loyal than anyone on this earth deserves, let alone me.”

    Monica nodded in appreciation at the praise, but didn’t dwell on it. She only looked back to the floor and took a step or two closer.

    “Micah, you are a born leader,” she smiled, looking up. “I’ve never met a smarter, more ambitious… and maybe hardheaded...” she conceded with a tilt of her head. “...man in my entire life.”

    She seemed to catch herself drawing nearer than she was ready to, so she halted, instead locking her gaze with Micah’s.

    “But we all need support. We can’t shut each other out. Let’s pull a few all-nighters if we need to, and maybe we can actually find what we need to trace the origin of the sarin. We can track the terrorists down and expose whoever helped them, we can find out what exactly was in that secret facility, and we can find out how they used it to kill Brooke Fielding.”

    Monica had a fire in her blue eyes, the look she always had when she knew she was about to crack a case. Micah didn’t understand how all of this was going to add up, but he knew that when Monica reached this point, she always hit her mark. Every single time.

    “We’ll send Altar to hell for good,” she ended.

    Micah only stood in awe.

    And she says I’m the leader.

    Finally, he nodded.

    “Let’s do it,” he smiled.

    Monica returned the smile. As she did, the doorbell rang yet again. Both agents looked to the door, then at each other.

    “You expecting someone?” Monica asked deadpan.

    “No. You?” Micah answered, turning to the door with concern.

    “This is your place, Micah.”

    Monica glanced back to the door as it started to open.

    

  
    

    
      MONICA
    

    

    January 16, 6:35 p.m.

    Southland Building

    

    No one just walked into Micah’s penthouse. It had been quite a while since Monica had swiped one of Micah’s keys to copy, and today she had locked the door behind her. Her heart rate sped up as the door opened to reveal two burly, suited men. She instinctively went for her sidearm, which she quickly remembered wasn’t there, due to her sense of security and familiarity within the Southland Building. Suddenly, Micah took the lead, stepping past her to meet the intruders.

    “Marissa!” he exclaimed in one of his signature, condescending, and passive-aggressive tones.

    The two suited men parted to let Congresswoman Marissa Vonn walk past them. She herself bore an expression of both discontent and determination. Whatever she was here for, it wasn’t going to be good.

    “You know, I don’t want to be an ill host,” Micah went on in faux sociability. “But I wasn’t expecting you to drop by.”

    “Agent Southland,” she nodded.

    She turned to Monica. Her glare was nothing short of thinly-veiled hatred, with her long, black hair seemingly casting a shadow on her face. For a woman who could have passed as a graduate student, the anger in her face made her look more like some sort of ancient sorceress.

    “Tell me, Micah,” she started. “How exactly do you inspire such unity; such loyalty in your ranks?”

    “Pssht,” Micah brushed off, obviously ready with a witty comeback. “Stop it. If you wanted to praise me, Marissa, you could have just tweeted it. I don’t have-”

    She cut him off.

    “Obviously, the little elves you employ are too taken with your omniscience to even rat one another out, so I’ll do it myself. Do you know this woman’s backstory?”

    Monica’s face drained of color. Her gut dropped like a rock. She knew there was nowhere left to hide. It was a wonder this hadn’t happened a long time ago. She’d believed in the good that Micah had done, and the good he was still doing. They had used questionable methods for some of the things they were working on, but Monica had convinced herself that their ends truly justified the means. She thought they were close to a breakthrough; indeed, they were almost there. But now, this elected official who was herself a shady dealer, had gotten Monica and the entire operation into checkmate.

    Monica looked at Micah, barely suppressing her fear. To her surprise, however, he didn’t come back with a clever response, or wait for the congresswoman to go on. He only glanced at her with a gracious, understanding look; the look of a friend. Then, he turned to Vonn.

    “I know everything I need to know about my colleagues, Madame Congresswoman. I also know everything about my friends and allies. And I even understand a great deal about my enemies.”

    He smiled, clasped his hands behind his back, and started pacing around the living room.

    “You know of a Mr. Alex Derns, madame?”

    Even Monica cringed slightly every time he used the word “madame.” Micah knew exactly what he was doing. Among his many gifts and talents was his ability to annoy. He now started meandering towards the glass wall overlooking the Lower East Side, periodically glancing up from the floor. Monica noticed Vonn shift to her other leg upon hearing the name.

    “He bought Altar, which you are obviously well aware of,” Micah went on.

    Yikes.

    “And he’s rich, of course. But, he’s also a well-documented drug addict and sex offender. He moved to California because they tend to be lax on their punishment of celebrities. But how did he survive so long here in New York?”

    At this, he looked up at Vonn again. She looked very uncomfortable, and actually seemed to be at a loss for words. Micah gave her a break and continued.

    “Some of his accusers have leaked audio of him bragging about “friends in high places,” and they even allege that he named those friends specifically.”

    Micah’s route now brought him towards the far wall, at which point he turned and began approaching his guests once again.

    “Now, maybe you know who they are, Madame, and maybe you don’t. Maybe, you also know who killed the young Mr. Wilson and Ms. Fielding. Maybe, you even know how.”

    He was now in his original place between Monica and the three visitors, albeit more fired up, and still moving towards them.

    “I’m an FBI Special Agent, madame. And this is my case. That means I’m not going to stop until I’ve answered each and every one of these questions, and served justice in doing so.”

    He stopped, barely an arm’s length from Vonn. She steeled herself and took a step towards him.

    “If you are insinuating, Agent Southland, that I am one of those people in high places, then you may want to act cautiously. And if you are implying that I operate dubiously, then you may also want to watch your back.”

    Micah only smirked.

    “You’ve already alleged that you know about my friends, Marissa. I can only assume you know that A.J. Weatherstone is one of them. James, he goes by.”

    Micah turned to Monica for a moment, as if breaking character.

    “Did you know his name is Artemis?” he chuckled, before looking back to Vonn. “Anyways, he’s Alex Derns’ grandpa. And, our companies merging will more or less dominate the Northeast, so I think you’ll find yourself evenly matched.”

    He leaned in.

    “Now I’ll be having a Chilean Sea Bass with him later, so you’ll forgive me if I ask that you get out of my home.”

    Vonn gazed at his taunting smile long enough for him to raise his hand and point towards the door. Finally, she squinted, turned, and walked all the way there, flanked by her security. As one man walked into the hallway and the other held the door open for her, she looked back.

    “This won’t end with you on top, Micah,” she said, pausing one last time before heading out.

    The door closed behind her bodyguard.

    “I’m literally shaking,” Micah said dismissively, still smirking.

    Both agents stood in silence for a few moments. Monica used the opportunity to catch her breath.

    What just happened?

    She tried to recall all that had been said in the last few minutes. Had she truly retained her cover? Were her secrets actually still safe? She glanced at Micah. He had her back, even when she had least expected it. She’d come here angry at him, and it was he who had looked out for her.

    “Where’d you come up with that?” Monica finally asked.

    Micah looked at her, slightly confused.

    “What, Artemis?” he asked almost defensively. “That’s really his name. You can see it if you go to his-”

    “No, Micah. A merger. How’d you think to use that on her?”

    “Well, it’s really more of a partnership, or maybe a joint venture, but it will carry the same weight as a merger,” Micah explained.

    He evidently picked up on her disbelief.

    “I wasn’t making it up,” he assured. “And I would offer you a Sea Bass, but Emerald Wharf is booked solid, so…”

    Monica couldn’t believe the relief she felt. Maybe she still had time, and maybe they still had a chance to defeat Derns, Vonn, and all their minions.

    “Are you sure you don’t need me to go down to Miami and get Sofia?” Micah asked.

    “I’m sure,” Monica smiled, now trying to contain her happiness.

    She stepped forward and gave Micah a hug.

    “Hey now,” he said, mildly surprised.

    “Thank you, Micah.”

    “Of course, Plato,” he chuckled. “Anytime.”

    After embracing a little longer, Micah continued in a more awkward tone.

    “Um, but if you’re sure, then I do have to get ready for dinner.”

    “Oh,” Monica said in her own, sudden awkwardness, as she released from the hug. “Really?”

    “Yeah… No, I know, it’s just that, the reservations are for 8:00…”

    “Right, of course. You’ve got to get-”

    “-get ready, right,” Micah picked up. “And again, I wish I had a third, for you, but…”

    “No, no, you’ve got business to do, Micah. Just... thank you. Really.”

    And with that, Monica saw herself out, still smiling.

    

  
    

    
      CHRIS
    

    

    January 17, 10:25 a.m.

    Midtown Manhattan

    

    One by one, tables passed by as he drew closer to the one where Anna sat. Young, wide-eyed couples at some, gray-haired folks at others, and the occasional single person looking perfectly content. Chris expected to fall into none of those categories by the time this meeting was over. It wasn’t that he was necessarily dreading it; he just wasn’t looking forward to it. Anna had asked that they meet up to talk about some things, and although vague, the message seemed fairly certain to Chris. In reality, he felt it too. They just weren’t the same people who reunited in the hospital three months ago. What this all meant for them, though, was still up in the air.

    Passing one last table where sat a lovely family with two young children, Chris reached Anna, who was huddled over a generous mug of coffee. She smiled with warmth, but Chris could already tell there was something else going on. Something he had hoped might not be coming but nonetheless expected. Thus, he returned the expression. It was truly genuine, as he had enjoyed every moment he had spent with Anna thus far. She wore her green trail jacket and knitted fingerless gloves. Her hair was loosely tied and draped over her right shoulder. Chris suddenly felt the urge to fix his own hair, not knowing whether he needed it.

    “Top of the mornin’,” he smiled halfheartedly, quickly running a hand through his short, mildly messy locks of brown hair, and then feeling self-conscious over it.

    “Hey,” Anna replied as Chris pulled the chair out and sat down.

    Chris knew that his hope of a lighthearted conversation was almost impossible, so he didn’t know how to lead off. His first thought was to make smalltalk concerning the coffee shop’s atmosphere, or what to order, or perhaps even a classic remark about the weather, but he never settled on the right words.

    “Thanks for coming,” Anna began, almost reluctantly.

    Chris pulled the chair closer to the table.

    “Of course,” he responded, returning an almost surprised look.

    He watched Anna look down at her coffee, seemingly exhausted. She still appeared shaken, and yet a little apathetic. Something about seeing her so conflicted gave Chris the courage to step in.

    “How are you doing?” he asked, unable to come up with anything else.

    It didn’t do much to affect Anna, who was still staring at her mug. Chris decided to try waiting a moment. After gazing into her coffee a few more seconds, she answered.

    “Everything’s just…”

    She shrugged.

    “...off.”

    She looked out the street side window, where a steady stream of pedestrians passed by.

    “I can’t really look at people the same way.”

    Chris was about to interject, but she continued, settling down into a whisper.

    “I pulled that trigger… like clicking a button, and… how many lives did I end, Chris?”

    Chris resisted the urge to jump right in, instead letting the question hang in the air for a moment.

    “And how do I just… live with that?”

    She turned to him with glistening eyes.

    “Anna, listen to me,” he finally said, extending a hand across the table. “You were put into a situation you should never have been in. You were forced to make a choice you shouldn’t have had to make.”

    She focused more intently on him, hanging onto his words.

    “But Anna, I’m telling you… you chose right. You saved lives.”

    He struggled to go a step further.

    “Way more lives than you think!”

    She acknowledged it with something that wasn’t a smile, but probably an attempt at one. Long moments passed, during which Anna sighed, took another couple sips of her coffee, then gazed back at the street.

    “How about you?” she asked suddenly, turning back.

    Simple as it was, it brought Chris to his original thoughts. The near-death combat experience had scared him to the point of dealing with his priorities. He, too, had been shaken.

    “Struggling,” he said through a sigh.

    How can I possibly put this?

    Chris tilted his head, chewed his tongue a little, and straightened up.

    “I’ve been…”

    He fell silent in a search for the best way to continue.

    Not a great start.

    “I’ve been thinking a lot about myself in the last few months… or years... I guess. Too much, really.”

    The words were flowing smoothly enough. Still, if he suddenly found himself at a loss, or stuttered or started choking, he would gladly take it as some sort of sign to call this off.

    A waitress suddenly appeared over the table.

    “Can I get you something to drink, sir?” she asked cordially.

    “Um,” Chris stammered, looking first at Anna’s drink, and then at the specials written on a chalkboard up front. “I’ll just have a cappuccino, please. Vanilla.”

    She nodded with a smile, and quietly turned to head to the front counter. Unfortunately, Chris found his thoughts right where he left them, and so returned his gaze to Anna and picked back up.

    “I guess… I guess I didn’t mean to. I didn’t really even know I was so obsessed with myself.”

    Now, he was starting to sound a little less composed.

    “I think seeing you again, after so long, made me hope this would be some great thing in my life.”

    Instant regret hit him over the choice of words.

    “And it was,” he added. “It is. Or maybe… it would be. I just… I feel like…”

    God, please help me here.

    “...I think I may be making this about me… again.”

    Chris’ gaze had drifted to his hands on the table, but now he glanced up. Anna’s melancholic gaze was gone, actually, and she was listening intently. Chris, however, didn’t know where to go from here. The silence was a painfully long one, but slowly, an empathetic calm settled onto Anna’s face. She reached a hand over to Chris’.

    “I’m in the same place,” she offered gently.

    She kept looking into Chris’ eyes, even managing a weak, but hopeful smile.

    “Maybe…” she began. “...we have a little more to figure out. About ourselves. Maybe we have to grow a little more?”

    She was treading carefully, perhaps more so than Chris had. But her honesty prompted a similar, hopeful smile on his face. He figured it was worth a shot at some humor.

    “Maybe just friends, then?” he said lightly.

    In truth, he so badly wanted to add “for now” to the end of that sentence. But Anna smiled back.

    “Yeah. Maybe for now.”

    At that, Chris beamed a little brighter. He settled only as Anna continued pensively.

    “All those years of wanting to be my own person, to start my own family… and now I just want to be with the one I have. I want to spend more time with that little sister of mine.”

    She smiled as she lingered on the thought.

    “And the Fieldings,” she went on. “They’ve been through so much, you know? I feel like I’ve been so stuck on myself and what I want to accomplish, that I’ve missed out on so many relationships.”

    Chris realized he had more or less forgotten about the Fieldings, and ironically, he couldn’t help but smile. It was another sign that this was the right thing to do.

    Alright, Lord. If You’ve got more for me to do, show me.

    Chris finally nodded in confidence. He kept nodding as he looked up, even managing a smile.

    “So, what’s next for you?” he asked.

    Anna thought for a moment.

    “I don’t know,” she smiled. “Maybe I’ll actually try to get my master’s, finally. Find a good job, I hope. Help out my folks.”

    She gazed at him, as if pulling herself away from her thoughts.

    “What about you?” she asked gently.

    Chris sighed as he, too, thought for a moment.

    “Maybe it’s time I try to get into vet school. Like, really put my effort into it.”

    Anna smiled warmly.

    “You will, Chris. I know it.”

    The kind, loving gaze they shared for several moments would stay in Chris’ memory forever. Even as the waitress brought the mug of cappuccino, Chris knew that he and Anna would always have a connection, whether or not they ever became more to each other.

    Only, it was not the waitress who brought the mug.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    January 17, 10:59 a.m.

    Midtown Manhattan

    

    Anna did a double take as she realized it was Monica Platovich who brought the cappuccino to the table. She was alone, looking as serious as she always did.

    “Becky said you ordered this,” Monica told Chris plainly.

    Chris looked down at the drink, slightly confused.

    “Thank you?” he said as sincerely as he could.

    Monica pulled two envelopes out of her long, dark wool coat. Glancing at them briefly, she set one in front of Chris and handed the other to Anna.

    “Office of Admissions - University of Southern California.”

    Anna had to re-read it. Her heart sped up slightly as she did so. She couldn’t help but finally turn to look up at Monica.

    “What is this?” she asked instinctively.

    “We - or rather, Micah - talked to some people. I don’t have to explain to you what that means, I’m sure.”

    Monica continued as she watched Chris open his letter.

    “He told me to ask you not to rip them up. Not right away, at least. He expected you to be reluctant. He just wanted you to know how grateful he is for you two.”

    Anna got her envelope open, pulling out a several-page letter.

    “He can’t tell us himself?” she asked as she began reading.

    Monica looked at Anna now.

    “Listen, no one gets as frustrated with him as I do. He’s just… kind of struggling right now. You two literally saved his life. You saved all our lives. And you may not believe it, but he holds you two on very high pedestals. This is as sincere a thank you as that man can give.”

    “This says I’ve been accepted to Cornell vet school,” Chris said in disbelief, staring at the paper.

    Anna looked up from her own letter, trying to process what Chris had said. She hadn’t gotten to the point of her own letter yet. After looking at him for a couple of seconds, she hurriedly looked back at her own, skimming quickly down to the key phrase.

    “You deserve it, it just needed some expediting,” Monica said, almost smiling, but not quite. “This is me saying it, by the way. Not Micah.”

    “The Master’s of Wildlife and Environmental Conservation?” Anna asked. “How did he know…”

    Anna was dumbfounded. It was a program she had wanted to be in ever since she took her first science course. She had only dreamed about having a career like that.

    “He called your brother.” Monica answered deadpan. “So, yeah, anyways… you have them. Do with them what you will. I won’t take any more of your time.”

    She turned to leave.

    “Wait,” Chris spoke up. “That’s it? You’re just leaving?”

    Monica stopped, looking back at the both of them.

    “No more, “We’ll be in touch?”” Chris asked.

    Monica looked puzzled.

    “Do you want Micah to be in touch anymore?”

    Anna and Chris looked at each other but stayed quiet.

    “You all wanted to cut loose, no? And I don’t blame you,” Monica confessed. “I’ve been praying Sofie would get out of here for a long time. And it sounds like she is,” she added with a glance at Anna.

    There was another pause as Monica seemed to get more somber.

    “You guys have a lot going for you. You have lives to live. None of us can ever repay you for what you’ve done. My advice, though? Chase those dreams. You’ve got what it takes.”

    Monica had a reserved, quiet wisdom about her. Sometimes, though, it came across as a sort of sad, tragic aura. Anna felt for her, realizing that, had she taken a different course in life, she could have been a lovely wife and mother. Still, the woman had faith. She was brave and steadfast, and one of the greatest background heroes she had ever met.

    “Monica,” Anna offered, her tone filled with compassion and courage. “Go see Sofie, please. Before she leaves with me. You two need to come to terms.”

    The advice caught Monica off guard, but she seemed to nod in acceptance. Finally, she drew back to leave.

    “Thank you, Monica,” Chris added gently.

    “Yes, thank you,” Anna smiled.

    Monica returned a kind smile and walked to the door, and out of the coffee shop. The silence remained between Anna and Chris for a while. Glancing around the nearby tables, Anna realized most of the people who had been here when she arrived were now replaced with new faces. Only the older couple a couple tables down was still sitting.

    “Wow,” Chris finally exclaimed. “Guess I’m gonna be doing a lot of praying for the next few days.”

    “Yeah,” Anna thought out loud. “Me too.”

    It all made so very little sense, even the parts that had seemed clear a few days ago. Anna was back at a crossroads, having old prayers answered and new questions in front of her. She had come to accept that the feelings of her heart could not really be trusted. They could change on a whim, totally out of her control. Only the Lord and His promises remained certain. She needed more of Him. She knew He would see her through, as He had done again and again.

    A hopeful feeling seemed to settle over Anna, and she put the paper down to look at Chris. It was not easy to leave him, but she knew God was working in his life, too. He would take care of both of them.

    “Chris…” she began with sudden difficulty. “I have to go.”

    He only looked back with a knowing gaze and a slight twinkle in his eye.

    “I know,” he smiled. “Be safe, Anna.”

    They shared one last little hand-hold.

    “Maybe we can stay in touch… you know, at some point,” he added. “Meet up for coffee.”

    The feeling of hope and assurance suddenly swept over Anna more powerfully. She returned the smile with complete sincerity, squeezing his hand one last time.

    “We’ll meet again,” she said.

    As Chris nodded in return, Anna prayed that it would be so, and she prayed that they would both have strength until then.

    

  
    

    
      CORINNE
    

    

    January 17, 10:25 a.m.

    Midtown Manhattan

    

    Everything was nearly packed. Travel arrangements were all taken care of. And with each passing day, this decision was making more and more sense to Corinne. Her mom was seemingly not talking to her, for reasons unknown. In truth, it only hastened Corinne to move away with Silas. But now, he was taking an unexpected detour back home, a move that seemed very out of character.

    “Babe, I just… did I come on too strong or something? I don’t get it.”

    “Corie, of course not. I told you, I’ve got to get some things from home, and set things straight with my family. They act like our dad’s not going to make it much longer. So, I’ll be there for… well, for when it happens, and then I’m gonna make it clear on where I stand.”

    Silas zipped up his suitcase, then gazed into Corinne’s eyes as he came closer. He was nothing like the reserved, somewhat nervous Upstater she had met several months ago. He was confident and bold now, especially when the two of them were together.

    “We’re gonna make our own life, and they can do whatever it is they want to do with theirs. And forget your mom. She doesn’t see what I see in you. You and I, babe, we’re gonna put them all to shame.”

    Corinne felt goosebumps as Silas spoke so strongly. She still had reservations about working for Derns, to be sure. But something was alive in Silas like never before. It was something fierce. And since the two of them were to be working side by side in L.A. just like they had here, Corinne could confidently shut out any of the worries that came to mind. They would defeat any problems they faced the same way they had made it this far: together.

    “So, listen,” he said to her softly, now very close. “I’m gonna hop a train to Utica and settle up, and then head to Syracuse and fly out from there tonight. You take the original flight, and we should get there around the same time. Then we’ll have an awesome night on the town.”

    They shared a brief kiss before Silas backed away, grabbed his suitcase, and headed for the door. Corinne only had time to smile halfheartedly before Silas was gone. The apartment was empty and silent now. It was a little less than the fairy tale Corinne had been building up in her mind. This person she had put so much hope in could still be gone in an instant. The more she thought about it, the more it hurt her. Silas hadn't even asked if she’d want to go with him. Why couldn’t they both take the same, revised route to get to L.A.?

    Grow up. Don’t be clingy.

    Corinne finally pulled a bag of kale chips from the counter and sank into her sofa. She hated the fact that she got like this. She resented all of her feelings right now. She wished she didn’t have the desire for closeness, family, and relationships. There was more than enough drive and ambition in her to go it alone in life, but she always got derailed by the people she let in. For so many years, it had been one parent and then the other, back and forth. Now, it was Silas.

    Corinne sat there, scrolling through socials and eating her healthy junk food, until suddenly she realized she was dangerously close to missing her flight. She shot off the couch in a sudden rush to grab up her things, all packed into a trio of suitcases. This was not the time to sulk and pout over how imperfect her life was, certainly not in comparison to others’. Now was the time to power through, just like she had done in the divorce and moving here on her own.

    Just go with the plan for now.

    Maybe she had more to prove than she realized. Maybe she was going to prove it not only to her family, but to Silas as well. And maybe more than anyone else, she was going to prove to herself what she was capable of.

    

  
    

    
      SOFIA
    

    

    January 19, 10:00 a.m.

    Lower Manhattan

    

    A gentle knock on the door drew Sofie’s gaze from the window.

    “Come in!”

    Chris peeked his head into the hospital room, tried his best to look happy, and entered.

    “Hey there,” Sofie offered.

    “Hey. How you feeling?” Chris asked.

    Sofie paced herself. She didn’t want to come across as totally crazy, but she felt amazing. Not only was she alive and breathing, but somehow, her legs had been saved with no paralysis. Aside from some seriously painful wounds, she was actually on the mend. But that wasn’t why she felt her heart overflowing with an excitement she couldn’t contain.

    “I’m good,” she answered with a smile.

    “That’s good,” Chris sighed, glancing at the wires and monitors around her. “I uh, got you this.”

    He handed her a rather plain-looking, wholesale-sized jar of chocolate-covered cashews he had been holding close to his side.

    “Anna said you used to love these,” he finally smiled.

    It was true. The treats had once been her go-to fix whenever she stressed out as a teenager. Not only did they taste amazing and go down like potato chips, they brought to mind a much nicer time in her life. A much simpler one.

    “Oh my gosh, Chris,” she said with genuine astonishment. “Thank you so much! These are incredible!”

    She went about unscrewing the lid to dig in.

    “Where’d you get them?”

    “I actually had it at my place. My mom brought them to me over Christmas. But please, I really would like you to have them. It would mean a lot.”

    Since Chris was seemingly wrestling with his emotions, Sofie didn’t fight over it. She graciously accepted the gift.

    “So, Sofie,” he went on. “I need to talk to you about something.”

    He was getting very serious all of a sudden. But, as Sofie suspected she might know what he was getting at, she set the jar aside and listened.

    “Actually, I need to ask you to forgive me,” Chris continued.

    He clasped his hands and looked down at them as he spoke.

    “There was something I wanted to tell you when we talked the other day, right before we flew down to Mexico. And… for some reason, even with chance after chance…”

    He sighed again, seemingly frustrated. Whether it was with his past self or present, though, was unclear.

    “I just didn’t say it.”

    Now he finally looked her in the eyes.

    “You almost died in Mexico. And several times after that. Actually, you-”

    “I’m not dead though, Chris,” Sofie interrupted.

    She grabbed one of his hands and shook it with enthusiasm, a radiant smile now beaming across her face.

    “I’m right here! Good as ever!”

    Judging by Chris’ expression, Sofie had failed to not come across as crazy. But she was too fired up to stop now.

    “I know you prayed for me, just like everyone else in my life has been. You didn’t give up. You did your very best. And God brought me through, Chris. He brought us all through.”

    The emotion in Chris’ face was replaced by standstill confusion.

    “Chris, I prayed the other night. I asked Jesus to save me from death, and He did. And yesterday, I asked Him to save me from every wrong thing I’ve ever done. I asked for forgiveness, and His Spirit, and eternal life.”

    Sofie subconsciously gripped his hand tighter.

    “Chris... Anna prayed with me today, and… I’m saved!” she said with an even brighter smile. “And I’m never going back!”

    Chris stared a few more moments, trying to process the information. Finally, he let out a combination crying-laughing gasp.

    “Really?” he asked.

    “Yes, really!”

    His eyes gleaming with sentiment, he leaned in and hugged Sofie.

    “Thank God,” he cried. “Sofie, I’m so glad!”

    He hugged a little tighter before finally letting her go.

    “That’s…” Chris added, almost breathless. “That’s better than any gift, Sofie.”

    “I feel like… like my life is just beginning,” Sofie said. “There’s so much I have to do, you know? And learn.”

    “Please, ask me anything you want to,” Chris urged. “I would love to help. I mean, if I can. I don’t know everything.”

    He looked down again, still smiling.

    “Far from it,” he conceded.

    “Yeah, for sure,” Sofie assured. “But I’m really excited to hear how you and Anna are doing. Even more so now, I think.”

    Chris glanced back up.

    “You two were made for each other, Chris. Nobody can deny that!”

    Chris’ reaction was strange; he seemed to draw back a bit, as if holding in bad news. It was a cause for moderate worry.

    “I know this has all been crazy and everything, but like, come on!” she tried. “Don’t give up on you guys!”

    “I’m not, Sofie. We’re just… uh…”

    His gaze drifted to the floor.

    “We’re young,” he ended, as if settling on words that fell short of his deepest thoughts. “I just can’t settle down yet, and neither can Anna. Even if she and I are both, you know, ‘on fire’ for Jesus, I believe He’s gonna make us stronger on our own, first.”

    It would have been the most ridiculous plot twist Sofie had ever heard, but something in her heart was making sense of it. After all, she had literally just been saved from spiritual and physical death. This sudden development, which would have made her cringe a few days ago, now inspired her.

    “I see.”

    Sofie used the silence to think carefully before speaking. It was something she would have to get used to.

    “You’re not gonna ghost her, are you?” she asked, only half-joking.

    “No, of course not. Neither of you,” Chris quickly clarified. “But I’m not gonna be overbearing, either.”

    Sofie snorted.

    “God forbid,” she laughed.

    Chris tilted his head, as if mildly offended.

    “I can say that now, right?” Sofie asked, immediately sober. “‘Cause it’s not in vain?”

    Chris eased back, slowly catching onto Sofie’s insinuation.

    “So I need to learn to be a little bolder,” he conceded. “And... I think that’s another reason to go it alone for a while.”

    “I hope it’s not a long while,” Sofie offered. “I mean it. You and Anna… straight out of a Hallmark movie.”

    “Hey, listen,” Chris shot back. “Maybe you need to spend some time with her, yourself. I think she deserves to know more about her sister and her new life and all.”

    Sofie couldn’t help but crack a smile again.

    “Well obviously I told her,” she answered.

    “Then tell her what you told me, Sofie. Get it out in the open like you did with me. It’s the only way to get past it. And her fam-”

    Chris caught himself.

    “Your family; at least reconnect with them. And Monica. I don’t know what happened between you and her, but make it right before you leave the big city. She’s prayed for you too, you know.”

    Sofie did know. She just wasn’t ready to get real with Monica again. Not after finding out so many secrets. She wanted her new life in Christ to be free of secrets.

    “I’ll share everything with our family. In time.”

    She held her gaze at the end of the bed for a bit, until she finally realized Chris was getting ready to leave.

    “Be safe, Chris,” she said, looking up.

    “You too,” he smiled. “And take care of her.”

    He wanted to add something to the end of the sentence. Sofie wasn’t going to pry it out, though. After a few more moments of indecision, he smiled down at Sofie, patted her hand, and walked to the door. He didn’t go through it right away.

    “I do love her,” he said as he turned suddenly. “Just… keep her safe.”

    Then, he walked out. Sofie sat in mild shock and amusement, until she finally smiled and started to laugh. She prayed continually, thanking the Lord for His protection and love, and for the redemption He had worked in her life. She then began reading the Bible on her phone, seeking out her Savior.

    

  
    

    
      ARTHUR
    

    

    January 19, 4:00 p.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    The house was empty and quiet as ever. A dying afternoon light seeped in through the windows and warmed the hardwood floor. Once, it would have brought comfort; now it only made the happiness that used to fill the house feel extinct. There had always been some form of reassuring sound echoing through its halls. Mom’s humming or talking on the phone with a close friend, Brooke’s singing and bubbly expositions, Silas’ nerdy and sarcastic quips, and now even Dad’s mumblings and morsels of wisdom; all were lost to history. Arthur realized that the emptiness in the air was likely to remain until he and Haley inevitably sold the house, however long from now that would be.

    He finally hung up his coat and threw his keys on the counter. Starving and exhausted as he was, Arthur had no strength left to do anything but crash on the sofa. Watching his father struggle to breathe for the last eleven hours, praying and reading the Bible with him, all the while dodging nurses and doctors, had long ago sapped whatever energy he had. Arthur trod into the living room, shut his phone off, and fell onto the couch.

    ---

    Waking up was painful. That midwinter glow of a full moon reflected a surprising amount of light into the house, even through the curtains. Arthur opened his eyes a sliver, then shut them and tried to convince himself he was still asleep. Sure enough, he dozed off again, though only for a few minutes this time. When he opened them again, he accepted that he was awake, but tried to lie still right where he was. He powered up his phone to see if it might take his attention away from his hunger. An unprecedented text from Silas said he was on his way home to “settle some things.” Interesting to be sure, but at this point, Arthur’s stomach was practically shrivelling up. He needed food, and he needed it now.

    Finally rolling off the couch onto his knees before slowly rising to his feet, Arthur briefly considered finding a good movie to stream. What he wouldn’t give for a sidesplitting comedy, aided by piping-hot comfort food, a couple bags of intensely buttery popcorn, and endless refills of hot cocoa. As his phone displayed “11:16” however, he knew that it was a less than stellar idea.

    Shuffling into the kitchen, he opened the fridge to find a half-empty bag of salad greens, a handful of grapes, and an unopened package of hotdogs. After staring bleary-eyed at the sorry list of ingredients, he ended up taking the greens and hotdogs. Too tired to care, Arthur opened the package and dumped four franks into a pan he found in the sink. As for the iceberg lettuce, he poured nearly the entire remainder of the bag into a bowl, and eight or nine minutes later, he was eating a hotdog salad with bacon ranch dressing.

    The lone lamp hanging over the island made the setting feel like that of a sketchy diner in an old noir movie, but Arthur couldn’t have cared less. The food went down surprisingly well, and he could even convince himself that it was healthy. As he chewed and gulped much faster than he should have, his gaze eventually fell onto the stack of mail sitting on the chair beside him. He and Haley had taken it from Dad’s shop, but had yet to go through more than the first couple of letters. Still chowing down like there was no tomorrow, he pulled the chair a little closer.

    The one item that really caught his eye was the big Manila envelope, bearing a Manhattan postmark and no return address. The shop’s address was written in some serious chicken scratch, but evidently it sufficed for the Postal Service. He set the envelope next to his bowl and opened the plain, thread binding that held it shut. Pulling out a bright red folder, he set it on the envelope to eye it over. One side was blank, but as he turned it over, he found some sort of official seal with some very foreign vocabulary.

    His chewing slowed to a halt. That was Farsi. Arthur couldn’t read it, but he had been introduced to the language in parts of his SERE training. His heart nearly stopped as his thoughts immediately went to the men who had almost murdered his sister. They had been identified by the FBI as Iranian nationals. Shocked, he glanced back at the folder.

    How? Why?

    He stared at it for a few more moments, dumbfounded, until he finally finished chewing and opened it. To his surprise, it was sealed with wax, though he didn’t realize until he had already broken it. Sure enough, inside was nothing but Farsi. Interspersed throughout the literature were diagrams and charts, but they appeared to be details on unfamiliar machines, none of which meant anything to him. Every turn of the page left him more confused, until suddenly a thought struck him.

    Steven.

    It had to be. And it had to involve Altar. The date on the postmark was just days before they were raided by the Feds, the same night Steven disappeared. When he died a couple of days later, his fiance was murdered by Farsi-speaking Iranians within minutes.

    Arthur’s head was spinning. He didn’t even bother finishing the few remaining bites of his salad; he only picked up his phone and dialed Haley. She had driven him home before taking over at the hospital, waiting for what looked like their dad’s final moments. After five rings, Haley picked up.

    “Hal, you need to get over here. Quick.”

    

  
    

    
      HALEY
    

    

    January 20, 12:00 a.m.

    Sauquoit, NY

    

    “Art, you’re kinda freaking me out.”

    Haley’s brother only plummeted into the passenger’s seat of his shiny blue Charger and slammed the door. He clutched an important-looking red folder, close to his chest.

    “Hal, you gotta drive,” he exclaimed. “I’ll tell you on the way, just go!”

    “What the heck?” Haley responded in exasperation as she stomped the accelerator. “What is going on?”

    Not only was Art being flustered and domineering all of a sudden, he was anxiously checking every corner of their surroundings as they drove.

    “Nothing,” he brushed off, now looking out the rear driver’s side window.

    “Art! Don’t lie to me! What the heck is wrong? Is Silas okay?”

    He ignored the question, looking forward again with heightened anxiety.

    “Haley, it’s a V8, you don’t need to crawl!”

    Haley self-consciously pressed the pedal nearly as far as it would go, the car reverberating with the ferocious growl of the engine. She couldn’t focus so much on the conversation now as she tried to stay on their gravel driveway, but she did manage to repeat her original question.

    “Art! What’s going on?”

    It got enough of Art’s attention to make him glance at her. His stare was quickly interrupted, though, as the car bounced off of the driveway and onto the paved road.

    “We need to get to the FBI office, Haley,” he finally admitted. “Quickly.”

    The statement struck her as odd, considering Brandon was the only agent they really knew, and he was still in the hospital.

    “Gonna have to do better than that, Art,” she responded, shaking her head and leaning in close to the wheel to clutch it tighter.

    Another bump prompted Art to grab the overhead handle, even as the car roared down the dark country road. The tightly-packed treeline beside them obscured a great deal of the moon’s glow, with only patches flickering through as they went.

    “This was in that big envelope that got mailed to Dad’s garage. I don’t know what it is, but it’s in Farsi.”

    Haley shot her own, confused glance at Art.

    “Iran,” he expounded.

    Now, it clicked for Haley. Her face went through a quick range of emotions, eventually settling on bewildered.

    “Why? What does it say?”

    “I don’t know, I don’t read Farsi,” he answered sarcastically as he looked back to the window.

    They hit another big bump, harder than the last one.

    “Okay, easy!” Art panicked, using his left hand to grab the dashboard. “It’s not a rally, Haley!”

    “You said to gun it!”

    “Just get us to Brandon’s office alive!”

    Haley did little to ease up, literally sliding into a right turn that put them on Route 8 North. With a wider, smoother road, she had more freedom to think while flooring the gas pedal.

    “Art, why did we get that? Are there more of those gunmen coming?”

    “No!” he assured. “I don’t know. I think Steven sent it before he was kidnapped.”

    Haley glanced at the folder briefly.

    “You think he had dirt on Altar?”

    Now, Art looked directly at his sister, a little less panicked than before.

    “That’s exactly what I think,” he said, almost confident. “And yes, Silas is okay. He told me his train is getting in at 12:30.”

    “He texted you?”

    “Haley, listen,” Art ignored again. “We stop at the office, you take this in to them and wait there. I’ll pick up Silas and come back to meet you.”

    “What? I’m not leaving you, Art! These people could be looking for us right now!”

    “Which is why I want you to get this to them right away. I’ll get our brother and bring him back, safe and sound. I promise.”

    Haley held her peace, though she didn’t agree. If they were in danger, she wasn’t going to be the one to hide from it. She was a more than capable driver, and she had already suffered a near-death experience in the last three weeks. To be the one to swoop in and rescue Silas at the train station would be the clincher.

    Fifteen minutes later, they pulled into the strip mall where the tax office was located. Its upper floor inconspicuously housed Utica’s FBI field office. Sure enough, that upper window was one of the few sources of light reflecting off of the parking lot surface. As they came to a stop several spaces from the entrance, Art unbuckled and shot out of his seat. As soon as his door closed, Haley locked the car and rolled her window down an inch.

    “Haley, move!”

    She only half-smirked at her brother.

    “Hurry, get out! We gotta go!”

    “I got this, Art. I’ll see you in a few.”

    “Haley, no! Come on!”

    She couldn’t help but wink.

    “Be safe,” she smiled, and sped off amidst Art’s protests.

    

  
    

    
      ARTHUR
    

    

    January 20, 12:28 a.m.

    Utica, NY

    

    The Charger sailed out of the parking lot and out onto the empty street. Even at this hour, when Utica looked somewhat like a ghost town, Haley’s daredevil driving ran the risk of drawing attention. Maybe that was what she wanted, or maybe she was just eager to get to Silas before somebody else did, but Art still feared for her safety. She was not invincible. He listened as the now-out-of-sight car tore down the street, several blocks away.

    Maybe she just likes driving that thing.

    Art finally accepted his situation, looked down at the folder, and quickly turned towards the building. Immediately to the left of the tax office’s storefront was the open stairway to the mall’s second level. Taking the stairs three at a time, Art reached the door to the interior hallway and rushed inside. He jogged down the hallway towards the lone, golden light that shone from the FBI office’s glass door. As he drew near, it became evident that the door was already open.

    Suddenly, glass began to crunch beneath his feet, and Art realized that the door wasn’t just open, it was gone. By the time he came to a full realization, he was already standing in the open doorway. Staring down, his gaze slowly followed the shattered remains of the door, past variously strewn papers and folders, until he realized there was someone lying on the floor.

    Upon seeing blood, Art momentarily stopped breathing. The body was that of Agent Higgins, the director of the Utica field office. Just a few feet past him was another agent on the floor, whom Arthur remembered seeing but couldn’t place the name of. He too appeared dead, as the desk he was slumped next to was riddled with bullet holes.

    Art only just now realized the figure standing on the far side of the room, who turned towards the doorway at the sound of crunching glass. He was bald, with a distorted face that suggested burns and traumatic injury. A scar seemed to connect all the way down his neck, and Art found himself still struggling to breathe. The chill in the air felt different from that of the clear January night, as if it were emanating from this stranger’s cone of vision.

    With the glare of a predator dead-set on devouring its prey, the man slowly raised his right hand, which held a silenced pistol. Art’s heart beat more rapidly.

    I don’t want to die, Lord.

    “Sit.”

    Art flinched at the man’s voice. He wanted to believe he was still on the living room couch, in the midst of a stress-fueled nightmare. The face he was looking into, however, was all too real. Art could not see a human being behind those eyes, only an evil, soulless desire to kill.

    After long seconds of waiting to be shot, Art accepted he might do well to oblige. He realized an office chair next to the bullet-ridden desk, and assumed it was where he was being directed to. Slowly, he put one foot in front of the other across the room, hearing more glass crunch and sidestepping the body of Agent Higgins. Having his gaze still locked with the stranger’s, Art slowly pulled the chair away from the desk, now noticing yet a third agent on the floor at the feet of his opponent. Another chill ran through Art’s body, and he returned his gaze to the bald man as he sat down.

    “Who are you?” the man asked.

    After swallowing hard, Art choked out an answer.

    “Arthur Fielding, Airman First Class.”

    He realized that the last bit might not have been worth including.

    “Your sister, she died?” the man asked coldly.

    “Yes,” Art swallowed again.

    “And now you’re going to join her,” the man said, almost smiling.

    “Am I?” Art asked.

    “Well, no, because God is neither benevolent nor interested in the lives of mortals. But that doesn’t matter.”

    The man’s gaze fell on the folder, resting on Art’s lap.

    “Where did you get that?”

    Art looked down, requiring a moment to process the question.

    “It, uh… it came in the mail.”

    “From whom?”

    “I, I don’t know… there was no return address.”

    The man held out his other hand and approached, signalling Art to hand it over. The thought raced through his mind to try and make a move now, but his gut told him not to. It was almost certain to end in death. No, he needed a more thoughtful approach if he was going to live. He had to talk his way out of this, or at least try.

    “What is it?” he asked as he held it out and let the man grab it.

    The man was silent for a moment as he backed away, opening the folder and throwing the paper contents on the floor.

    “This? These were Altar’s instructions for using the chemical weapons they manufactured. Unfortunately, they lacked a critical step and didn’t end up working in the end. But, that’s neither here nor there.”

    Art’s heart sank as he realized he should have taken pictures and uploaded them somewhere safe.

    “I made copies of every page,” he blurted, in an attempt at gaining leverage. “Just to let you know.”

    The man looked up.

    “Good,” he said nonchalantly. “That means I don’t have to do it. The sooner Altar tanks, the sooner I’m off the hook.”

    The stranger took the now-empty folder by either end and tore it in two. He held onto the front flap and tore it yet again, though more slowly and carefully. As the tear neared the middle of the paper, the man peered more closely at his work. Finally, he pulled out an extremely tiny microchip-looking piece from within the fibers of the paper. He only stared at it for a moment, seemingly starting to smile.

    “You’ve saved me,” he said in what sounded like a sincere tone. “This is what I needed.”

    Art’s look of concern intensified as he looked on. The bald man answered, as if sensing the numerous questions.

    “This, my friend, contains all the data of all the work I lost at my Mexico lab. The other two that my men had were destroyed in the explosion.”

    Clearly, he didn’t care what details Art knew and which he didn’t.

    “Your work?”

    “The pathogen I engineered. It killed your sister.”

    The concern and confusion suddenly began simmering into anger. The man only stared at Art with deranged excitement as he spoke.

    “What is it, you ask? It’s a prion, a protein altered to the point that it can infect other proteins, and ultimately, transform just about any tissue it touches.”

    He held the chip up to the light, with the pistol still aimed at Art.

    “But no one’s ever perfected it like this before. No one’s ever manipulated nanorobotics and elementary particles to engineer the supreme, life-devouring micro-factory that my prion is.”

    Art realized that there was no way this psychopath would be telling him all of this if he intended to let him live. But rather than feeling his heart speed up again, or rattle off desperate prayers for his life to be spared, Art accepted that he didn’t have much time, and took the offensive.

    “Whatever your goal is, you’re going to fail.”

    “My goal is to kill people,” the man shot back, a little angrier than expected. “I’ve already made progress to that end, and it’s about to go through the roof.”

    God, if this is my time, give me Your wisdom to speak. Let me say something that will haunt him and glorify You.

    “Are you praying for God to save you?” the man asked, almost mockingly.

    “Not quite. I’ll live until He says I’m done, and so will you,” Art said, now holding a fiery glare at his captor. “If tonight is my night, I’ll see Him and my sister any minute now. But who’s to say you don’t drop dead yourself?”

    The man seemed somewhat amused. Suddenly, he aimed the pistol squarely at Art’s face, ready to pull the trigger. Art didn’t flinch this time. He only stared into those cold, gray eyes for what seemed like ten minutes.

    “Why are you waiting? You can kill me with a twitch of that finger.”

    Nothing happened. Only the sound of the two men breathing could be heard.

    “But you know, don’t you? You can kill my body, but you know you can’t kill my soul. You know it doesn’t really matter whether you pull that trigger.”

    The staring continued, until Art started to notice a look of confliction engulf his enemy’s face. Indecision held the man back for long moments, until he slowly - very slowly - lowered the weapon. Though breathing gasps of joy on the inside, Art did not break off his stare. Now the man looked mildly frustrated.

    “It doesn’t matter,” the stranger quietly conceded.

    Still staring back at Art, he slowly made his way past the chair, to the door of the hallway. Art could hear nothing but the sound of the glass crunching, as his heart and breathing had nearly stopped. It only began to beat again as he whispered out the most passionate prayer of thanks he had ever uttered.

    Luckily, it prevented him from hearing the sound of the pistol being raised behind him, and the silent shot being fired. For in the very next moment, Arthur Fielding was looking at his dead body in that chair, and a lighter being thrown into the midst of the ransacked office. But he didn’t dwell there, and was instead turned towards Paradise, to meet his Savior and his loved ones.

    ---

    

    The Charger returned to the empty lot in time for Haley and Silas to watch the building being consumed by flames. They halted their arguing, anger, and defensiveness momentarily as the wail of sirens approached. The siblings could do nothing but watch as yet another part of their world was destroyed before their eyes.

    

  
    

    
      ANNA
    

    

    January 20, 12:30 a.m.

    Utica, NY

    

    What were you thinking, Anna?

    She started to fear that it was illegal to be here at this hour, and felt a cop might track her down any minute. After all, Anna had received Haley’s text nearly two hours ago. It had sounded rather serious, as though Alan Fielding would be passing any minute. Thus, Anna had braved the cold and the intimidatingly late visit, hoping to help her new friend in one of the darkest times of her life. It was still hard to believe that a small town family so similar to Anna’s could be forced to go through so much.

    Then again, look where I am.

    Just up ahead was the room number she had received in the text. Anna found the door to be ajar, and knocked before peeking in. No one was inside, save for Mr. Fielding in the bed. He was asleep, and indeed looked like the cancer had taken its ravenous toll on him. Anna poked her head back out into the hallway, hoping to glimpse one of the Fieldings, or maybe an employee to ask about them. Sadly, though, this floor seemed as deserted as the rest of the building.

    Anna thought about just leaving, or maybe trying to call Haley, but she instead settled on just going to Mr. Fielding’s bedside and saying a prayer for him. If she were to be honest, she didn’t feel her heart in it tonight. She was deeply sympathetic to this family and its individuals, but seeing their sufferings only made her more confused. Her own trials lately had taken her close to her breaking point, and she was starting to feel that doubt again.

    Where are You? How long does this pain last?

    At the side of the bed, Anna just laid a hand on Mr. Fielding’s, and whispered what was in her heart.

    “God…”

    Her misty gaze drifted to the ceiling.

    “...I don’t know. Please heal him, Lord. Don’t let his life be snuffed out, too. Restore his health, make him a mighty man of Your kingdom.”

    Anna sighed in exhaustion.

    “Am I not trying my absolute hardest to follow You? To seek you? To know and to do what You want me to?”

    She continued with shimmering eyes and a weary voice.

    “What are You doing with me? What difference am I making? Why did I leave behind someone I love so much - someone who is in love with me?”

    She looked back down at Alan.

    “Why are You doing this to them? Why can none of us who seek You ever have a hint as to what’s going on? Why is my faith rewarded with constant doubt?”

    She stayed quiet for a moment, letting go of the hand. More beeping from the machine; more empty, still air.

    “And why are You always so silent?”

    She only stared at Mr. Fielding for a moment. She thought again about waiting for Haley or her siblings, but she was beginning to think she would do more harm than good. After more somber, depressing silence, Anna turned to the door and slipped out of the room. As Anna walked down the hallway, she missed what happened in that hospital room twenty seconds later.

    Alan Fielding opened his eyes. He sat up straight and looked around the room, and then down at the wires and tubes connected to him. Confused, he gasped and began to remove them one by one. Before he knew it, he was pulling himself out of bed, struggling for a moment, but eventually getting used to the weight on his legs again. He had strength. He had firm muscles and effortless breathing. And for the first time in a very long time, he wanted to live. He just didn’t know why.
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