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PROLOGUE

 

As always,
it started with 

a phone call . . .
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“Good evening Richard, it’s Joan. Aunt Martha is ill

and requests your presence.”

The second I heard her voice my heart jumped. I tried

to speak, but my throat was suddenly too dry. For an

interminable moment, I thought my skin was going to

crawl off me.

I forced the rising panic back. I could handle this. I’d

handled it before.

“Thank you, Joan, I’ll leave immediately. Joan . . . is it

serious?”

“When Aunt Martha is ill, it’s always serious.”

The tone of her voice never changed. Every time I spoke

with her she sounded cold and withdrawn, as if what she’d

done in her life had turned her to ice, made her forget that

she’s human. Hell, for all I know, she may not be human.

The drive to Baxter Research and Development Center

lasted only 45 minutes. I slowed at every yellow light and

came to a complete stop at every stop sign. Still, I arrived

far too quickly. I dreaded the meeting. It had been almost

a year since I had been called upon to “save the world.”

I had hoped they had forgotten me after my last mis-

sion. I mean, three agents dead, one a close friend. You

would think they wouldn’t want my kind of help.

I wished I could be satisfied with my position in life—

Dr. Richard Vallen, Director of Operations at the Atlanta

CDC and Head Research Fellow at Baxter Research &

Development Labs. A smile crossed my face as I consid-

ered all I’d accomplished.

Then I thought about my other “job.” Who would have

thought that little Richie from Saratoga would be saving

the world, fighting aliens and bad guys, and making sure

all the young girls and boys in the world can be safely

tucked in at night? Not me. Nor any other sane man.

After five security checks and one very thrilling retina

scan, I entered the safety of my lab. Before I turned on

the light, I stood in the darkness and took a deep breath

to prepare for my meeting with the Ice Queen. No, not

another code name—that’s just how I think of Joan, my

contact in the organization.

My inhale was stifled by the smell of menthol ciga-

rettes and expensive perfume. No time to get settled—

she was already here.

“Hello, Richard, you made good time.”

Joan clicked on the bathroom light. The smoke swirled

around her. As she stood in the doorway, clichéd back

lighting revealed only her silhouette. She seemed like

some kind of unholy angel. Funny, that’s exactly how I

see her even without the smoke and lighting. My throat

went dry again. Not for the first time I wondered how she

bypassed all the security around the place.

“Well, I tried to get here as fast as I could . . . I didn’t

think you would . . . well, I mean, after last time . . . you

just hadn’t required my services in a while—”

She moved behind my desk, forcing me to take the vis-

itor’s chair. “Honestly, there was some reservation about

calling you at all. You did manage to wipe out your entire

cell the last time. Let’s see, tell me again, was it three or

four casualties?”

I bet she smiled as she ripped open my emotional scars.

“It was three, and Pete was a good friend of mine. Took

me a year to realize that it wasn’t my fault. You never

told us what we were up against. You never prepared us!

We all knew the risks, and that we were researching

extraterrestrials, but you didn’t tell us the Black Book

was involved. It didn’t matter that we could handle the

aliens . . . it was the human puppets with automatic

weapons who took us down!”

I thought I was going to vomit. Everything that had

ever pissed me off about this insane organization was

forcing its way to the surface. I wanted to fly across the

room and throttle this woman who had been all but con-

trolling my life for four years now. Inside my head, I

screamed out my anger.

“Don’t berate me! I’ve risked my life for you and your

precious organization. I’ve watched friends die to protect

humanity. I’ve seen things that no sane person would

believe or could possibly imagine in his worst night-

mares. Congratulate me . . . give me a damn medal . . .

don’t treat me as if you are doing me a favor by sending

me out there. Aliens hide behind human faces out there.

Possessed psychics conjure phantasms out there.

Deranged psychopaths serve up little kids for alien

experiments out there. Those who try to fight for this

god-forsaken reality are slaughtered out there!”

Of course I said none of this. I swallowed it all, and it

tasted like bile. Of course, she knew. She always knew.

“Sure you don’t want to add to your little tirade,

Richard? No? . . . good. We have no more time for your

whining. Regardless of what happened to your last team,

we need another cell developed in the area. Your position

in the CDC makes you the appropriate focal point for the

team. You have the necessary connections your group

needs to be successful. 

“You need to choose at least two other scientists. We

have chosen the remainder of your team. Here are their

files. You should not be so unprepared and outgunned

this time.”

As she handed me the files, I was struck by a sense of

impending doom. I quickly glanced through the dossiers

and noticed that two of the agents were government

assassins. That made me nervous. The third agent was a

psychic. That scared the piss out of me.
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