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PROLOGUE

 

As always,
it started with 

a phone call . . .
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“Good evening 
Richard, it’s Joa

n. Aunt Martha is ill

and requests you
r presence.”

The second I hea
rd her voice my heart jumped. I tried

to speak, but m
y throat was su

ddenly too dry. 
For an

interminable moment, I thought m
y skin was goin

g to

crawl off me.

I forced the risin
g panic back. I c

ould handle this
. I’d

handled it before
.

“Thank you, Joa
n, I’ll leave immediately. Joan . . 

. is it

serious?”

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

The tone of her v
oice never chang

ed. Every time I spoke

with her she soun
ded cold and with

drawn, as if what
 she’d

done in her life h
ad turned her to i

ce, made her forget tha
t

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

The drive to Bax
ter Research and

 Development Center

lasted only 45 m
inutes. I slowed a

t every yellow lig
ht and

came to a complete stop at ever
y stop sign. Still,

 I arrived

far too quickly. I
 dreaded the meeting. It had bee

n almost

a year since I ha
d been called up

on to “save the w
orld.”

I had hoped they
 had forgotten m

e after my last mis-

sion. I mean, three agents
 dead, one a clo

se friend. You

would think they
 wouldn’t want m

y kind of help.

I wished I could 
be satisfied with

 my position in life
—

Dr. Richard Vall
en, Director of O

perations at the A
tlanta

CDC and Head 
Research Fellow

 at Baxter Resea
rch &

Development Labs. A smile crossed my face as I consi
d-

ered all I’d accom
plished.

Then I thought a
bout my other “job.” W

ho would have

thought that littl
e Richie from Saratoga would

 be saving

the world, fightin
g aliens and bad

 guys, and making sure

all the young gi
rls and boys in 

the world can b
e safely

tucked in at nigh
t? Not me. Nor any other 

sane man.

After five securi
ty checks and on

e very thrilling r
etina

scan, I entered t
he safety of my lab. Before I t

urned on

the light, I stood
 in the darkness 

and took a deep
 breath

to prepare for m
y meeting with the 

Ice Queen. No, 
not

another code nam
e—that’s just how I

 think of Joan, m
y

contact in the or
ganization.

My inhale was sti
fled by the smell of menthol ciga-

rettes and expen
sive perfume. No time to get settled—

she was already 
here.

“Hello, Richard,
 you made good time.”

Joan clicked on t
he bathroom light. The smoke swirled

around her. As s
he stood in the 

doorway, clichéd
 back

lighting revealed
 only her silhou

ette. She seemed like

some kind of unholy
 angel. Funny, th

at’s exactly how
 I

see her even wit
hout the smoke and lighting

. My throat

went dry again. N
ot for the first tim

e 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 tim

e . . . you

just hadn’t requi
red my services in a w

hile—”

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

itor’s chair. “Ho
nestly, there was

 some reservation abo
ut

calling you at all
. You did manage to wipe ou

t your entire

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

ree 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 reali
ze that it wasn’t

 my fault. You nev
er

told us what we 
were up against.

 You never prepa
red us!

We all knew the 
risks, and that 

we were researc
hing

extraterrestrials, 
but you didn’t t

ell us the Black
 Book

was involved. It
 didn’t matter that we cou

ld handle the

aliens . . . it w
as the human puppets with

 automatic

weapons who to
ok us down!”

I thought I was 
going to vomit. Everything th

at had

ever pissed me off about this
 insane organiza

tion was

forcing its way t
o the surface. I w

anted to fly acro
ss the

room and throttle this
 woman who had been

 all but con-

trolling my life for four y
ears now. Inside

 my head, I

screamed out my anger.

“Don’t berate m
e! I’ve risked my life for you and

 your

precious organiz
ation. I’ve watch

ed friends die to 
protect

humanity. I’ve seen 
things that no s

ane person wou
ld

believe or could
 possibly imagine in his wo

rst night-

mares. Congratula
te me . . . give me a damn medal . . .

don’t treat me as if you are d
oing me a favor by send

ing

me out there. Alie
ns hide behind h

uman faces out ther
e.

Possessed psyc
hics conjure p

hantasms out there.

Deranged psych
opaths serve up

 little kids for 
alien

experiments out there. T
hose who try to

 fight for this

god-forsaken rea
lity are slaughter

ed out there!”

Of course I said 
none of this. I sw

allowed it all, an
d it

tasted like bile. O
f course, she kne

w. She always k
new.

“Sure you don’
t want to add 

to your little ti
rade,

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

whining. Regard
less of what hap

pened to your la
st team,

we need another
 cell developed i

n the area. Your 
position

in the CDC makes you the app
ropriate focal po

int for the

team. You have the 
necessary conne

ctions your grou
p

needs to be succ
essful. 

“You need to ch
oose at least two

 other scientists.
 We

have chosen the
 remainder of your te

am. Here are their

files. You shoul
d not be so unp

repared and out
gunned

this time.”

As she handed m
e the files, I was

 struck by a sens
e of

impending doom. I quickly glanc
ed through the d

ossiers

and noticed tha
t two of the ag

ents were gove
rnment

assassins. That m
ade me nervous. The t

hird agent was a

psychic. That sc
ared the piss out

 of me.
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